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ABSTRACT 
 Calls for history teachers to adopt inquiry methods continue to go unabated in 
educational research and curricular initiatives.  In recent years, there has been increased 
recognition of the important role teacher reflection plays in managing the uncertainty that 
accompanies such pedagogy in history classrooms.  Accordingly, this dissertation was 
situated within theories of reflection and reflective teaching, which acknowledge teaching 
to be endemically problematic and teachers as autonomous in their curricular-
instructional decisions and thereby resistive to certainty-driven models of history 
teaching.  This dissertation sought to investigate the reflections of inquiry-oriented 
history teachers by examining how and upon what they reflect throughout a unit of study.  
Using an interpretive multiple-case design with video-stimulated recall methodology, 
reflective interviews were conducted with participants in four different schools within the 
same urban public school district.    
 A cross-case analysis of the data led to several key findings.  First, the process of 
reflection for teachers in practice revealed itself to be more affective and messy than 
conventional rational models of reflection found in the literature.  Second, the results 
showed that history teachers’ reflections were prioritized in accordance with their values 
		 ix 
and sense of purpose.  Third, the inclusiveness of teachers’ classroom environments and 
curricular-instructional decisions were a focal point of their reflections.  Fourth, the 
teachers’ reflections were influenced by their understandings of their school cultures, 
with three of the four teachers finding their school norms and policies as oppositional to 
the promotion of inquiry methods with their students.  Finally, the findings showed that 
reflection aided teachers’ examination of assumptions embedded within their professional 
routines and pedagogical decisions, particulary with regard to the selection and use of the 
essential questions that framed their units.  This dissertation highlights the need for more 
and better reflective opportunites for pre- and in-service history teachers and for better 
research that might yield further insights into the nature of inquiry-based history 
teaching.  
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CHAPTER I: INTRODUCTION  
  
Calls for Inquiry-based Learning and Teaching in History Classes 
The promotion of civic competence has been and continues to be a central 
component of the social studies (Carpenter, 2006, Dewey, 1916; National Council for the 
Social Studies [NCSS], 2001).  With the threat of demagoguery looming (Justice & 
Stanley, 2016), the social studies’ mission of developing citizens’ capacities to critically 
evaluate their world and make informed decisions remains as timely as ever.  Similar 
concerns have for years underpinned convincing arguments for history education reform 
as well (Bain, 2005; Barton & Levstik, 2003; Reitano & Bourke, 2009; Wineburg, 2001; 
Wineburg & Martin, 2004).  While differing in their perspectives, researchers generally 
agree that students of history should be engaging in reflective inquiry, critically 
examining primary and secondary sources, and considering divergent viewpoints when 
formulating arguments and making sense of evidence.  
 In recent years, amid concerns that students are leaving school unprepared for 
college and civic life (Wagner, 2008, 2012), curricular reform movements in literacy and 
social studies have seconded many of these recommendations (Common Core State 
Standards Initiative, 2010; NCSS, 2013).  The C3 Framework, for example, positions 
inquiry as both the heart of the social studies curriculum and a requisite for developing 
the skills and dispositions needed for active, responsible citizenship (Herczog, 2014).  In 
a history classroom, students should be developing questions, applying disciplinary 
concepts and tools, communicating conclusions, and learning how to take informed 
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action.  
 As curriculuar-instructional gatekeepers (Thornton, 2005), teachers of school 
history ultimately determine the quality of their students’ learning opportunities.  For this 
reason, scholars have long argued that if students of history are to hone their inquiry 
skills, history teachers must take an inquiry approach to their planning and instruction 
(Bruner, 1960; Keatinge, 1913; Scott, 1924; Shermis, 1967).  While this method, by 
definition, places the use of questions in the foreground of history teachers’ practices, this 
requires a significant break from how questions are traditionally used in history 
classrooms (Grant, 2013).  Inquiry-based history education dictates, above all, that 
history teachers use compelling, interpretive questions to frame their instructional units 
(Saye & Brush, 2006; Saye & The Social Studies Inquiry Research Collaborative 
[SSIRC], 2014).  When skillfully used as a curricular-instructional framework for history, 
inquiry provides students the opportunity to challenge their preconceived notions and 
craft evidence-based arguments.  Moreover, decades of studies on learning and cognition 
support inquiry-based teaching and learning (Loyens & Rikers, 2011).  When history is 
taught through this approach, students are not only more likely to retain and think 
critically about historical knowledge (De La Paz, 2005; Good, Farley, & Fenton, 1969; 
Hynd, 1999; Lewy, Wolff, & Shavit, 1974; Nokes, Dole, & Hacker, 2007; Paxton, 2002; 
SSIRC, 2011), but more likely to develop the habits of mind needed for democratic 
citizenship.     
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The Problem: Uncertainty and Inquiry-Based History Teaching  
The benefits of inquiry-based history education notwithstanding, its adoption by 
teachers is quite challenging.  Classroom teaching in general is inherently uncertain work 
(Elbow, 1983; Lortie, 1975/2002; Minstrell, 1999; Shulman, 2005).  Promoting inquiry in 
classrooms necessitates practices that render classroom life even more uncertain and 
problematic than it already is (Beghetto & Kaufman, 2011; Helsing, 2007).  For many 
history teachers, especially those working in high-poverty public school districts, the 
prospect of engaging in such practices is cause for great concern.  Already dealing with 
uncertainty around testing, staffing, leadership, and school culture (Simon & Johnson, 
2015), history teachers in these districts may be hesitant to engage in practices that bring 
with them pedagogical uncertainty.  A recent example of this is evident in urban school 
districts where school faculty have expressed doubts over implementing the more 
challenging Common Core standards for their already-struggling students (Butrymowicz, 
2014).  In such districts, where the fates of schools continue to be tied to easily measured 
test results (Vaznis, 2015), instructional shifts such as these are bound to encourage 
narrow forms of reflection and cause history teachers to view uncertainty as something to 
be repressed or avoided entirely.  
 While a sense of certainty can be reassuring for teachers, an uncritical pursuit of it 
can lead to conservative and uninspiring results (Floden & Buchmann, 1993; Jackson, 
1986).  History teachers in search of certainty are likely to find alluring the traditional, 
status quo version of teaching history as a singular narrative which should be uncritically 
read, committed to memory, and later retold (Kiuhara, Graham, & Hawken, 2009; 
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McGuire, 2007; Sandwell, 2005; Yeager, 2000).  With its emphasis on the transmission 
of isolated facts and efficiently assessing student retention, traditional history teaching 
can easily provide teachers with a (false) sense of control and certainty of their own 
effectiveness as educators.  However, the results of studies have consistently shown that 
this model of history teaching fails to engage students or help them remember historical 
information (Ravitch, 2004; Wineburg, 2004).  Even more troubling, such teaching is 
antithetical to the promotion of inquiry and democratic ideals.  Taught history the 
traditional way, students are more likely to see civic knowledge and democracy as 
finished products as opposed to the forever-unfinished aspirations they actually are.  
Advocates for professional inquiry stances argue that one way teachers can 
become and remain receptive to uncertainty is by making their reflections on practice 
more explicit and exchanging them with other teachers (Ballanger, 1999; Bullock & 
Christou, 2009; Lytle, 2008; Noffke, 1999).  Whether engaging in face-to-face reflective 
dialogue or reading another teacher’s written reflections, such exchanges can remind 
teachers that uncertainty is an essential and beneficial part of teaching, which may reduce 
feelings of anxiety or individual failure and engender more novel practices (Floden & 
Clark, 1988).  Current and prospective urban history teachers especially can benefit from 
understanding that fellow history teachers, even the best of them, continually question, 
learn from, and revise their practices through reflection.  
 If ways can be found to make more visible the reflections of inquiry-oriented 
history teachers, good opportunities for more certainty-driven teachers to rethink and 
reflect on their own pedagogy can be designed and implemented.  Furthermore, so long 
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as researchers and curricular initiatives continue to encourage school history teachers to 
engage in practices that require considerable reflection, more models and examples of 
what practicing inquiry teachers think about while doing so are needed.  Ultimately, a 
deeper understanding of the nature of inquiry-based history teaching can give 
policymakers, school leaders, and all interested in improving history education a stronger 
understanding of how to support reflective history teaching practices in contexts that may 
encourage otherwise. 
 
Purpose of the Study 
The primary objective of this dissertation was to better understand how history 
teachers reflect-in and on-action when teaching from an inquiry-based model.  
Reflection-in-action entails studying teachers’ thinking and decision-making during the 
interactive portion of instruction.  Reflection-on-action involves studying the focus of 
their thoughts when reflecting retrospectively on their interactive teaching practices and 
decisions.  To accomplish this, data was collected in four participants’ sites of practice 
during the 2014–2015 school year using video-stimulated recall (VSR) methodology.  I 
purposely selected participants from a group of history teachers who were nominated by 
their peers for their use of inquiry approaches to history education.  This specifically 
included history teachers who teach in classrooms where curriculum and instruction are 
centered on questions or problems largely open to student interpretation.  By locating the 
study in teachers’ particular contexts with their students, I was able to gain 
understandings about the complexities of teaching inquiry-based history in contemporary 
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urban classrooms and about how they reflect and upon what they reflect. 
  
Research Questions 
 Central components of reflective teaching involve the recognition, framing, and 
attempted solving of practical problems (Zeichner & Liston, 2014).  As such, the 
proposed study sought answers for the following research questions:   
1. What do history teachers focus their reflections on during and after an inquiry-
based unit of study? 
2. How do they frame and respond to theory-practice tensions?   
3. What understandings or plans of action, if any, are revealed from their 
reflections? 
 
Glossary of Terms 
 In the following section, I define several key terms that are used in this 
dissertation related to inquiry-based teaching, reflective thinking and practice, and 
reflective teaching for the purposes of clarification.   
 Inquiry-based teaching: Inquiry-based teaching refers to pedagogical approaches 
that promote student learning of academic content, in this case history, by investigating 
open-ended problems, completing complex tasks, and reaching their own conclusions 
based on evidence.  Though commonly referred to as a student-centered approach to 
instruction (Barron & Darling-Hammond, 2008), inquiry-based teaching is more a 
learning-centered pedagogy.  Through this lens, a teacher’s main task is to ask questions 
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to help students build upon their prior knowledge, challenge their preconceived notions, 
and become cognizant of their own growth and thinking.  While this learning-centered 
approach largely positions teachers as knowledge facilitators, it does not render 
immaterial traditional aspects of teaching, such as direct teacher-focused instruction or 
lecturing.  Rather, such pedagagical aspects might be crucial to guiding students through 
complex tasks like inquiry (Badley & Hollabaugh, 2012; Joyce, Weil, & Calhoun, 2009), 
and good inquiry teachers know how and when to employ more traditional methods of 
instruction. 
 Inquiry-based unit of study: An instructional unit of study refers to a coherent 
piece of a curriculum that: (a) focuses on a major topic or process, (b) falls under a 
yearlong course of study, and (c) generally lasts between a few days and a few weeks 
(Posner, 2004; Wiggins & McTighe, 2005).  A history unit is inquiry-based when its 
focus is on an interpretive question that challenges students, reflects an ongoing debate in 
history or the social studies, and is conducive to students crafting nuanced, evidence-
based arguments or solutions (Grant, 2013).  In contemporary curricula, historical inquiry 
questions generally reflect two persepectives: disciplinary and problem-based (see Table 
1.1).  Disciplinary inquiry encourages students to examine conflicting documentary 
evidence in ways similar to academic historians (Wineburg, 1991).  Overall, this 
perspective positions the construction of a historical narrative as an end in and of itself.  
Problem-based historical inquiry (PBHI) is a more inclusive, civic-minded curricular 
model (Saye & Brush, 2003).  Like disciplinary inquiry, PBHI promotes the use of 
historical evidence, but it also encourages students to confront personal values and draw 
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upon moral reasoning in order to address problems of social and political significance 
(Barr, Barth, & Shermis, 1977; Fenton, 1971). 
 
Table 1.1.  
Examples of Disciplinary and Problem-Based Historical Inquiry Questions 
Disciplinary 
Historical 
Inquiry Q’s 
• Early Jamestown: Why did so many colonists die?   
• How free were free blacks in the North? 
Source: Charles & Roden, 2009 
 
Problem-
based 
Historical 
Inquiry Q’s 
 
• Was the Monroe Doctrine an appropriate use of foreign policy of 
power?   
• After Pearl Harbor, was it appropriate for the United States to limit 
the liberty of Japanese Americans?  
Source: Obenchain, Orr, & Davis, 2011 
 
 
 Uncertainty in teaching: Uncertainty in teaching refers to pedagogical and 
psychological doubts and dilemmas perceived by teachers that often manifest into 
problems to reflect upon (Helsing, 2007).  Because there exists no agreed-upon 
knowledge base for teaching, such problems force teachers to choose appropriate 
responses from a number of conflicting alternatives rather than seek clear-cut resolutions.  
Throughout this dissertation, “uncertainty” will be used interchangeably with 
“problems,” though it should be noted that the problems might be ill-structured and not 
subject to purely rational problem solving procedures (Fernandes & Simon, 1999; Simon 
& Newell, 1958; Voss, Greene, Post, & Penner, 1983).    
		
9 
 Interactive teacher thinking: Interactive teacher thinking refers to the 
unarticulated thinking and decision-making processes that teachers engage in while in the 
midst of instructing students (Jackson, 1968/1990).  This type of thinking marks a 
departure from what a teacher does and thinks in solitude before or after a lesson. 
 Reflection: At its core, reflection refers to an attempt to think in order to make 
sense of uncertainty and grasp the essential meaning of self and one’s experiences 
(Alexandersson, 1994).  In practical situations like classroom teaching, reflection is 
accomplished not solely by thinking but by ongoing, active experimentation as well.  As 
depicted in Figure 1.1., the reflective process generally follows the steps of the scientific 
method: (a) an experience perceived as problematic, (b) framing and generating possible 
explanations for the problem of the situation, (c) hypothesizing a solution and drawing 
conclusions, and (d) testing the hypothesis in practice (Rogers, 2002; Schön, 1995).  The 
final testing phase is noteworthy because it signifies both an end to reflection and a 
beginning to new reflection, as it marks a new experience that usually brings with it new 
problems.  Like Dewey (1910; 1933/1964), I at times refer to reflection interchangeably 
with “inquiry” throughout this dissertation.   
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Figure 1.1. 
Dewey’s Cycle of Inquiry 
 
 
Reflection-in-action: Reflection-in-action refers to using the reflective process as 
a means to changing one’s present actions or the immediate situation (Schön, 1983).  In 
teaching, this process is analogous to the concept of “disciplined improvisation,” 
whereby teachers attempt quickly and thoughtfully to reconcile the surprise tension 
between the curriculum-as-planned (theory) and the curriculum-as-lived (practice) during 
a teaching episode (Sawyer, 2011).  Reflection-in-action is a type of on-the-spot 
modification to a teacher’s interactive thinking that is both purposeful and reasonable.  It 
should however be noted that instances of reflection-in-action are not always rapid and 
can take place in a leisurely fashion, especially in cases like those described in this 
dissertation where the teaching situation under study is not limited to a single lesson but 
encompasses an entire unit of study.  Given these broader parameters, reflection-in-action 
Experience
• What happened?
What did I experience?
Framing the Problem 
• What is the problem?
• What are possible 
explanations of the problem?
Drawing Conclusions
• What have I learned?
• What should I do?
Testing in Practice
• Intelligent Action
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can take place both during a lesson and between lessons of a unit, so long as teachers’ 
reflections serve the purpose of reshaping their practice during the current unit.  
Reflection-on-action: Reflection-on-action refers to practitioners using the 
reflective process after an event has transpired as a means of discovering and/or 
criticizing how their actions, decisions, and implicit beliefs may have contributed to the 
event (Schön, 1983).  Reflecting-on-action constitutes a critical perspective on one’s 
practice and is the mechanism by which professionals learn from experience. 
Reflective teachers: Reflective teachers are those who: (a) examine, frame, and 
attempt to solve dilemmas of practice, (b) are aware of and question the implicit beliefs 
they bring to teaching, (c) are mindful of the institutional and cultural contexts in which 
they teach, (d) take part in curriculum development, and (e) take responsibility for their 
own professional development (Zeichner & Liston, 2014).  Being a reflective teacher 
constitutes more than simply engaging in the act of reflection—underlying the action are 
various attitudes like wholeheartedness and responsibility (Dewey, 1933/1964; Grant & 
Zeichner, 1984).  A reflective teacher is purposeful in pedagogical actions and not easily 
swayed by outside influences and immediately attainable results.  Because a high regard 
for uncertainty is also implicit within this definition, throughout this dissertation 
reflective teachers will be referred to as “inquiry-oriented teachers” as well.  
 Practical theories-in-use: A teacher’s practical theories-in-use refer to the 
personal experiences, beliefs, values, assumptions, and transmitted knowledge embedded 
within and underlying their pedagogical actions and decisions (Zeichner & Liston, 2014).  
Whereas one’s espoused theories or beliefs are explicit, practical theories-in-use are a 
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type of tacit knowledge that can be unearthed and criticized through the reflective process 
(Horvath, 1999; Sternberg, 1999).  Alternatively, the concept of practical theories-in-use 
is very similar to ideas such as practical knowledge (Elbaz, 1981), knowing-in-action 
(Schön, 1983), teacher perspectives (Janesick, 1978), and teachers’ preconceptions 
(Clark, 1988).  Teachers’ practical theories-in-use determine the lens through which 
teachers perceive, interpret, and judge their world.  Examples include teachers’ roles as 
teachers, their students’ abilities, how learning occurs, the subject matter, curricular 
materials, how they (re)frame problems, and how they go about trying to solve problems.  
This construct based on research on teacher thinking and decision-making promotes the 
conclusion that the knowledge most closely linked to teachers’ classroom actions comes 
from their practical theories-in-use.        
 Video-stimulated recall (VSR): Video-stimulated recall refers to a research 
methodology used to study teachers’ cognitions in uncertain situations like classroom 
instruction.  Rooted in the work of Bloom (1953), the process involves video-recording a 
teacher’s lesson and later replaying the video to him or her during an interview in order to 
stimulate reflective thinking and/or revive the thoughts that accompanied actions 
throughout teaching. 
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW  
Theoretical Framework: History Teaching as Reflective Decision Making 
 This study is located within the perspective that views the reflective process and a 
reflective stance as integral to history teachers promoting inquiry in their classrooms.  As 
Barton and Levstik (2004) argue, Dewey’s (1910, 1933/1964) theory of reflection 
underpins the type of thinking embedded within historical inquiry, which is a 
fundamental aspect of inquiry-based history teaching.  Historical inquiry begins with a 
sort of confusion or problem about the past, which, in order to be resolved, requires one 
to gather and evaluate relevant evidence.  Typically, this evidence is then employed as a 
basis for reaching a probable conclusion, the acceptance of which is predicated upon 
convincing an audience that it is not necessarily correct or incorrect but highly acceptable 
at some level (Voss & Wiley, 2006).  As perspectives often conflict in the workings of 
democracy, so does evidence when investigating the past.  Making sense of this conflict 
is challenging in that it demands not only inquiry into source biases but also reflective 
inquiry into the personal biases through which sources are filtered (Becker, 1932; 
Collingwood, 1994).   
 Reflective thinking is fundamental to inquiry-based history instruction as well.  
As decades of research in the cognitive sciences show, learning is a process of 
developing useful knowledge by building on one’s prior knowledge and experience, 
organizing knowledge through a conceptual framework, and monitoring the progress of 
learning goals (Bransford, Brown, & Cocking, 2000; Donavan & Bransford, 2005; 
Leinhardt, 1992).  This view of learning is consistent with the type of thinking promoted 
		
14 
through inquiry-based social studies (Scheurman & Newmann, 1998).  Because such 
teaching increases uncertainty in instructional situations (Ball & Cohen, 1999; Helsing, 
2007), history teachers must engage in reflection during and after instruction.  During 
reflection, teachers investigate both their students’ and their own understandings of 
content and problematic situations, bring forth evidence to bear on these understandings, 
and make well-supported judgments and decisions in response.  Like the conclusions 
resulting from historical inquiries, there exists no exclusively definitive or right answers 
to these problems (Hammerness, et al., 2005; Lampert, 1999).  For these reasons, 
ongoing reflection or adaptiveness is regarded as the most vital feature of inquiry-based 
teaching expertise.  Its promotion in history suggests fluid activities (e.g., interpretations 
of the past, student dialogue, debates, evidence-based writing) that are neither conducive 
to control nor precise measurement.  Therefore, inquiry-based history teaching is likely to 
cause a high degree of ambiguity with which teachers must wrestle and negotiate before 
and after instruction.   
Reflective History Teachers 
 Inquiry-based history teaching hinges upon a favorable disposition toward 
classroom uncertainty and a resistive stance toward traditional, certainty-driven models 
of history teaching.  Teaching from this orientation demands many of the personal 
qualities and ideas embedded within a Deweyan conception of reflection, and I use the 
concept of “reflective history teachers” to describe teachers whose classroom practices 
embody such attitudes.  In many ways, this concept is analagous to the idea of “wise” or 
“ambitious” history teachers (Grant, 2007; Yeager & Davis, Jr., 2005).  Researchers have 
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employed these constructs in recent years to describe and explain the practices of history 
teachers who manage to exhibit considerable autonomy and creativity in their 
instructional decisions, especially in contexts that may encourage more traditional 
instruction.  While this body of research often explains the practices of reflective history 
teachers through behavioral and cognitive lenses, a close examination of its rhetoric and 
embedded assumptions reveals a strong connection to many of the ideas implicit within 
theory and practice related to reflective thinking and teaching.  
 For instance, wisdom, described as a core attribute of wise history teachers, is a 
moral and professional virtue that requires sound judgment (Sockett, 1993).  In classroom 
practice, such judgment is a result of considerable reflection on experience, which 
enables teachers to decide what action to take, when it is appropriate to do so, and why it 
is justifiable (Schwab, 1973).  To be ambitious is to have high aspirations amidst difficult 
circumstances.  When situtated in a moral and practical activity such as teaching 
(Jackson, 1965; Tom, 1984), being ambitious requires a great deal of courage.  Ambitious 
history teachers believe in an alternative and powerful vision of teaching and learning; 
their courage entails acting on that vision despite contexts that encourage more routine, 
certainty-driven practices (Grant & Gradwell, 2010), which can only occur without 
thinking about alternatives.  Ambitious and wise history practice assumes teachers to 
have curricular-instructional agency and assumes teaching to be contextual and uncertain 
(Fitchett, Heafner, & Lambert, 2012; Grant, 2005; Thornton, 1989, 2005).  Likewise, 
teaching history through inquiry requires dynamic knowledge and continuous negotiation 
among competing influences.  These conceptions of teacher qualities and practice are 
		
16 
very similar to Dewey’s (1910, 1933/1964, 1938) descriptions of his theory of reflection 
and teaching.  This likeness explains why when asked about how reflection relates to 
ambitious history teaching, Grant, who first employed the construct of ambitious teaching 
in 2003 replied,  “Of course, all of this is just recycled Dewey” (S. G. Grant, personal 
communication, January 6, 2014).    
 Given this framework, this study is informed by decades of work on teacher 
reflection and inquiry-based history teaching.  Table 2.1 summarizes how each section of 
the literature review is organized. 
Table 2.1. 
Organization of Literature Review.  
Theoretical Framework: History Teaching as Reflective Decision-making 
 
I. Conceptual Work II. Empirical Work 
 
Reflection and Reflective Teaching 
• Dewey’s Conception of Reflection  
• Schön’s Theory of Professional 
Reflection 
• Adaptive Expertise & Coping 
• Models of Reflection in Teaching 
o Knowledge-For, -In, -Of-
Practice 
• Implications for Reflection in History 
Teaching and History Teachers 
 
Research on Reflective History Teachers 
• Studies of Reflective History 
Teachers in Secondary Schools 
o Technical accounts 
o Critical-practical accounts 
• Studies on the Reflections of 
Inquiry-Oriented History 
Teachers 
o Reflective narratives 
o Practitioner action 
research 
 
I. Conceptual Work: Reflection and Reflective Teaching 
 While definitions of reflection vary, there is a general consensus that reflection in 
teaching constitutes an attempt to make sense of classroom experience as well as a 
response to pedagogical uncertainty.  Moreover, I agree with Zeichner’s (1994) 
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contention that all teachers reflect on their practice albeit with variable degrees of speed, 
depth, and focus.  For this reason, I draw upon a number of interpretations of reflection 
ranging from its philosophical foundations espoused by John Dewey to the concepts of 
adaptive expertise and coping, which help explain reflective practice from the perspective 
of cognitive psychology.  After discussing these conceptions of reflection in relation to 
various models of reflection in teaching, I advocate for a unified model of reflection and 
discuss its implications for history teaching. 
Dewey’s Conception of Reflection 
Dewey’s (1910, 1933/1964, 1938) theory of reflection is representative of an era 
that put considerable faith in the scientific method as an approach to solving society’s 
woes.  Fittingly, his process of reflection begins with such a woe, problem, or uncertainty 
that cannot be solved immediately.  However, when considering an ambiguous situation, 
Dewey distinguishes between routine and more reflective ways of responding to the 
problem.  Routine action, as Dewey describes, is a type of undisciplined, defensive 
thinking guided by appetite, impulse, tradition, authority, and sensation.  He argues that 
when problems are approached this way, they are treated at face value with little regard 
for their meaning thus marking an uncritical acceptance of reality.  Routine thinkers, 
described as brute, savage, and uncivilized by Dewey, are not motivated by any cognizant 
purpose.  Rather, they are unknowlingly “pushed on from behind” (1933/1964, p. 212) by 
the promise of immediate action and a false sense of certainty—that there is only one 
reality or way of viewing a problem.  This type of thinking bears strong resemblance to 
what Argyris (1975, 2002) describes as “single-loop learning,” in that it encourages 
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individuals to take positions that discourage further inquiries into them, limiting the result 
to merely affirming their existing beliefs or learning strictly within the confines of what is 
deemed acceptable.   
In contrast, reflective thinking and action signifies a more thoughtful and 
disciplined approach to solving problems. Dewey (1910, 1933/1964, 1938) advocates that 
people faced with problems should step back, observe and analyze their experiences, 
generate hypotheses, and experiment or test their hypotheses before reaching conclusions.  
Whereas routine thinkers, in response to a problematic situations, react almost 
unconsciously with little time between thought and action, individuals who think and 
reflect reframe the problem, paying mind to its particulars and attempting to resolve the 
problem by conducting an “investigation directed toward bringing to light further facts 
which serve to corroborate or to nullify the suggested belief” (1910, p. 9).  Reflective 
action in response to uncertainty demands inquiry not just into additional facts and sub-
problems but also into the prior knowledge of the inquirer.  By showing a “willingness to 
endure a condition of mental unrest and disturbance” (1910, p. 13), individuals gain 
increased agency over their actions making reflection a means to very moral ends.   
 Dewey (1933/1964) also sees reflection as inseperable from moral qualities of 
character, describing three attitudes that need to be cultivated in order for reflective 
thinking to reach its potential.  The first, openmindedness, is an “active desire to listen to 
more sides than one” (p. 224) and the recognition of there being possible error in the 
most personal of beliefs.  Underlying this attitude is a kind of imagination that bears 
resemblence to Lee’s (2005) idea of empathy, which he defines as entertaining ideas very 
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different from our own.  The second, wholeheartedness, is described as a genuine and 
thorough interest in a particular object or cause.  In relation to teaching, this would 
constitute not just a passion for a particular discipline but enthusiasm for “a kind of meta-
subject matter—teaching itself” (Rogers, 2002, p. 859).  The third, responsibility, 
involves careful consideration of the consequences to which thinking and action lead.  
Responsibility is noteworthy in that it implies that carefully considered thought should 
lead to a change in either one’s beliefs or behavior.  For example, it would be 
irresponsible if a teachers continued to teach their students in ways they discovered to be 
ineffective upon reflection.  Dewey’s (1933/1964) inclusion of these attitudes frames 
reflection not solely as a technique perfected with repetition but as an epistemological 
stance that enables continuous learning and the generation of further uncertainty. 
 While Dewey’s work through the years has been misread as perpetuating a 
dichotomy between traditional and more progressive education (Olson, 1999; Tate, 1993; 
Wong & Pugh, 2001), he spent much of his life devoted to overcoming such rigid 
distinctions (Jones & Jones, 2013).  Likewise as explained by Zeichner and Liston 
(2014), his theory of reflection is neither dismissive of thinking nor action but critical of 
the perceived distance between them.   
What Dewey was talking about is a balance between reflection and routine, 
between thought and action.  A certain amount of routine is of course necessary to 
keep our lives  manageable.  Without some routine, without some secure 
assumptions, we would be unable to act or react…Dewey was arguing that 
teachers need to seek a balance between the arrogance that blindly rejects what is 
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commonly accepted as truth, and the servility that blindly receives the truth.  (pp. 
13–14)   
Schön’s Theory of Professional Reflection  
 Schön (1992) states his theory of reflection to be a re-working of Dewey’s.  
Whereas Deweyan reflection stems from a committed faith in science, Schön’s (1983, 
1987) interpretation is rooted in a critique of the prescriptive, hegemonic use of the 
scientific method.  In his seminal studies of professional knowledge, Schön posits 
reflection as the mechanism by which competent professionals learn.  His theory is 
predicated upon the assumption of practical situations being messy and unpredictable and 
therefore largely impervious to top-down technically rational procedures.  According to 
Schön, embedded within practitioners’ judgments and actions is a special type of 
unarticulated knowledge that is mysterious those who hold positivistic notions of theory 
and practice.  Such “knowing-in-action” or “theories-in-use,” as he describes 
interchangeably, are often applied to problems of practice spontaneously and 
automatically—a result of having encountered certain types of situations or cases 
repeatedly over time.  Schön cautions that the routinization of practice can lead to a 
“parochial narrowness of vision” (1983, p. 60), rendering practitioners selectively 
inattentive to theory-practice conflicts and drawn only to cases that confirm their 
practices and fit their pre-existing categories of knowledge.    
 As a contrast, Schön (1983) maintains that expert practitioners view problems as 
opportunities for professional growth and allow themselves to be confused about things 
they are supposed to know and to be willing to reexamine them.  He describes reflection 
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as “an epistemology of practice implicit in the artistic, intuitive processes some 
practitioners do bring to situations of uncertainty, instability, uniqueness, and value 
conflict” (p. 49).  Embedded within this model of reflection is the idea that practitioners 
have considerable agency and are researchers in practical contexts.  Faced with 
something “not in the book,” they generate relevant knowledge for practice by reflecting 
on the problem at hand in addition to unearthing and criticizing the assumptions and 
theories implicit within their behavior.  This knowledge then becomes the object of 
experimentation as a means to changing both the situation and the practitioner’s 
understanding of it.  
 Reflection-in and -on-action.  Schön’s model of reflection is seen as more 
artistic and improvisational than Dewey’s in that it occurs at two different “speeds”: in-
action and on-action. “Reflecting-in-action” is a type of on-the-spot experimentation in 
response to a surprise, whereby practitioners consciously think about and make sense of 
action as it is taking place and adjust accordingly.   
Think of a basketball player's instant maneuvering in response to an opponent's 
surprising move, or a jazz pianist's on-line improvisation on the melody she has 
just heard the trumpet play.  Such performers think of what they are doing while 
doing it, without the use of words.  (Schön, 1992, p. 125) 
 It should be noted that several critiques have been levied upon the validity and 
applicability of reflection-in-action to classroom teaching (Court, 1988; Newman, 1996, 
1999; Van Manen 1995), namely that the term “reflection” constitutes more than a means 
to solving sudden practical problems and therefore should be reserved only for times in 
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which teachers are given considerable space—days, weeks, even months—to think.  
These critiques, however, stem from a view of classroom practice that is limited to the 
immediate confines of a single classroom moment or lesson.  Given broader situational 
parameters—such as a week-long unit of instruction or an academic school year—Schön 
(1983) argues that reflection-in-action can occur in an unhurried fashion throughout the 
course of these periods.  Additionally, while some scholars prefer the term “disciplined 
improvisation” over “reflection-in-action” (Beghetto & Kaufman, 2011; Sawyer, 2011), 
there is agreement in the literature that some teachers can in fact thoughtfully rework 
their practice in-the-moment and that such adjustments are integral to teaching in a 
responsive and considerate manner (Ball & Cohen, 1999; Beck & Kosnik, 2001; Hatton 
& Smith, 1995).  
 Less controversial is “reflection-on-action,” which is more retrospective and has 
less of a connection to present action.  Reflecting-on-action is a means to discovering 
how one’s “knowing-in-action may have contributed to an unexpected outcome” (Schön, 
1987, p. 26).   
The basketball player, when he watches on Monday morning a video-tape of the 
game he played on Saturday night, may observe and reflect on his clumsy 
response to the defenseman's surprising move.  The jazz musician may listen to a 
recording of a set he has played, pausing to consider what he did with the tune at a 
particular moment, how that "worked" or failed, imagining what else he might 
have done.  (Schön, 1992, p. 126) 
Practitioners may also reflect on their reflections-in-action in order to produce an 
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adequate verbal description of their knowing-in-action.  For example, in trying to 
describe a type of move to her or his student-teacher, a mentor teacher may ask him or 
herself what it is they do during this move.  The mentor then observes himself or herself 
doing the move in order to make explicit the knowledge underlying the action, beginning 
a dialogue that promotes the growth of the student as well as the growth of the mentor. 
 Problem setting.  Schön (1983) also highlights “problem setting,” more 
commonly referred to as “problem framing,” as the mechanism by which reflection is 
possible.  Because practical problems do not present themselves at face value, in the 
midst of or after action, reflection demands an interpretive lens adjustment or 
reconstruction of reality before deciding how to proceed with the problem.   
When we set the problem, we select what we will treat as the “things” of the 
situation, we set the boundaries of our attention to it, and we impose upon it a 
coherence which allows us to say what is wrong and in what directions the 
situation needs to be changed. (Schön, 1983, p. 40)    
Because there is no clearly defined technical procedure for this process, problems are 
initially framed by the tacit knowledge practitioners bring to the situation.  Reframing the 
problem constitutes practitioners surfacing and criticizing this knowledge as it relates to 
understanding the problem and to the behavior in response to it.  Achinstein and Barrett 
(2004) further explain: “Reframing is the process of examining a situation from multiple 
perspectives.  Reframing involves analyzing ones own initial frame, reexamining and 
renaming the situation, exploring different root causes, and opening alternative solutions” 
(p. 720).  Embedded within this process is a certain type of attentiveness to what is going 
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on not just around but also within one’s self.  By examining the problem through 
different lenses, practitioners subject their most deeply rooted beliefs and governing 
values to scrutiny, effectively rendering the problem approachable from a variety of 
angles. 
Adaptive Expertise and Coping   
 Schön’s (1983) model of reflection has been interpreted as a rejection of 
scientific, university-generated knowledge (Fendler, 2003; Harris, 1989; Kinsella, 2007; 
Shulman, 1988).  These claims, however, suffer in ways similar to the carelessness by 
which Dewey’s (1910) work has been interpreted.  Schön (1983) is dismissive of 
scientism, not science itself.  By being critical of the formal knowledge-practical 
knowledge hierarchy, he is not endorsing an alternative hierarchy that values the latter 
over the former.  Schön instead positions reflective practice as an ammendment to 
technical rationality, whereby practical expertise includes sound judgment with regard to 
which situations require one, the other, or the appropriate balance between the two.  
 The concept of “adaptive expertise” is particularly instructive in discussing this 
balance.  Many regard adaptive expertise, which is based on reflective practice, as the 
gold standard for professional competence in teaching (Berliner, 1994, 2001; Crawford, 
Schlager, Toyama, Riel, & Vahey, 2005; Schwartz, Bransford, & Sears, 2005).  Whereas 
traditional models of expertise privilege the efficient application of knowledge to 
problems in order to find a solution (Kennedy, 1987; Scott & Dinham, 2004), adaptive 
expertise holds the finding or creation of new problems in as high or higher esteem 
(Getzels, 1979).  Adaptive experts are cognitively flexible, viewing their expertise as a 
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work-in-progress in ways that allow them to thoughtfully adjust to unexpected moments 
and continuously learn from experience (Bransford et al., 2000; Hatano & Inagaki, 1984, 
1986; Wineburg, 1998).  A key feature of adaptive expertise is the ability to balance such 
innovation with efficiency (analogous to technical rationality), as too much of either 
would have a negative effect on problem solving.  Teachers, for example, must efficiently 
employ various pedagogical techniques while they are at the same time developing new 
strategies for students whom the existing routines are not working for (Hammerness, et 
al., 2005).  Further, not all teachers’ professional contexts may consistently call for or 
reward innovation and therefore decisions must be made at times with efficiency and 
routine in mind.   
 Another way of looking at this balance comes from the literature on teacher 
burnout and studies related to stress management.  Roth and Cohen (1986) make the 
“approach-avoidance” distinction between how people often respond to and cope with 
stress and threatening information.  In discussing the costs and benefits of both 
embracing and avoiding problems, they theorize an adaptive model of coping where both 
strategies are utilized in tandem and in moderation to maximize effectiveness in certain 
situations.  For example, orienting oneself away from threat through avoidance 
(analogous to technical rationality) is ideal in cases where a resolution is perceived as 
uncontrollable or where supports (e.g., cognitive, emotional, social) are limited.  
Likewise, an orientation toward threat through “approach” strategies (analagous to 
reflective practice) is undesirable in situations where there exists no possiblity of change.  
It should be noted, however, that avoidance is not to be confused with dismissiveness.  At 
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times, it is possible that teachers deem problems worthy of approach (or reflection), but 
because of difficulty or in the interest of efficiency, they postpone or “bookmark” them 
for a later time.  
In other cases, the approach-avoidance binary may not even adequately 
encompass how teachers respond to problems and stress.  Burke and Greenglass (1995), 
for example, describe “existential coping” as teachers’ attempts to maintain a sense of 
meaning by having an attitude of acceptance toward stress and uncertainty, while 
Peacock, Wong, and Reker (1993) discuss how more experienced individuals engage in 
more faith-based “spiritual coping” in cases where problems are perceived as 
uncontrollable.  In these models, the stress caused by some problems are better managed 
than they are (attempted to be) solved.  Lampert (1999) also speaks to this notion, 
theorizing management as being accepting of “conflict as a continuing condition” (p. 
267) with which teachers can learn to cope.  In order for teachers to decide which 
problems are most salient and worthy of approaching and reflecting upon, they must 
accept that other situations can neither be changed nor understood. 
Models of Reflection In Teaching that Focus on Content of Reflections  
 Dewey (1933/1964) and Schön (1983) discuss the depth and speed at which 
reflection can occur, but they are largely inattentive to the actual focus and contents of 
such thoughts.  Several scholars have suggested topics upon which teachers should reflect 
and have categorized them in a variety of ways (Sparks-Langer & Colton, 1991; Tauer & 
Tate, 1998; Van Manen, 1977; Zeichner, 1994).  These authors largely follow a 
Habermassian distinction between technical, practical, and critical domains of reflection 
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(Habermas, 1974).  In the following section I discuss and slightly modify these models 
using Cochran-Smith & Lytle’s (1999) framework for teacher learning as a guide.  
Knowledge-for-practice: Reflection on formalized knowledge and technique.  
As reflected in recent federal legislation (No Child Left Behind [NCLB], 2002), the most 
prevalent form of encouraged teacher reflection can be described as knowledge-for-
practice (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 1999).  Teaching expertise in this conception is 
understood from a rationalistic framework, whereby effective and better teaching consists 
of teachers applying to problems of practice what is generated and already known by 
outside researchers and/or scholars in the academic disciplines.  It is based on the premise 
that there exists an official knowledge base for teaching and that such knowledge is 
contextually transcendent and can be transmitted to practitioners (and later students).  
Effectively, when making sense of and/or responding to problems of practice, teachers’ 
reflections should be primarily guided by the attainment of outsider-defined ends and 
easily measured learning outcomes. 
 Three conceptions of reflection align with knowledge-for-practice: technical, 
social efficiency, and academic.  Technical reflection constitutes reflection focused on 
means rather than ends (Van Manen, 1977).  Teachers are concerned with how to best 
apply basic curriculum principles and educational theory to practical problems.  While 
the possibility exists that choosing from conflicting principles may complicate matters, 
the minimalist guidelines for making such choices assumes the best decisions to be in 
“accordance with the principles of technological progress—economy, efficiency, and 
effectiveness” (p. 226).  Social efficiency is reflection concerned with the extent to which 
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teaching practices are closely aligned with what either tradition or empirical 
investigations of practice say they should be (Zeichner, 1994; Tauer & Tate, 1998).  
These two conceptions of reflection are especially implicit within much of the behavioral 
and cognitive research on effective and expert teachers published between the 1950s and 
1980s (Berliner, 1986; Brandt, 1986; Cochran-Smith, 2004; Cochran-Smith & Fries, 
2005; Leinhardt, 1983; Leinhardt & Greeno, 1986; Tate, 2013).     
The third conception, academic reflection, emphasizes reflection about subject 
matter and how it is represented and transformed to promote student understanding 
(Zeichner, 1994).  Academic reflection is best represented through Shulman’s (1986, 
1987) theory of “pedagogical content knowledge” (PCK), which encourages teachers to 
reflect on how ideas within their particular discipline are best “adapted to the diverse 
interests and abilities of learners” (1987, p. 8).  According to Shulman, PCK is acquired 
and refined through the “accumulated lore of teaching experience” (p. 10).  The theory, 
which has since aided the arguments of those who attempt to raise the professional status 
of teachers (Fenstermacher & Richardson, 2005), is significant in that it posits teachers to 
have knowledge unique to them.  It remains however a predominantly technical model of 
reflection for two reasons.  First, if as Shulman (1986) suggests, PCK derives from able 
teachers’ pedagogical wisdom, its inclusion within the formal knowledge base of 
teaching is questionable in that its codification depends on using the “standard methods, 
frameworks, and language of university-based researchers” (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 
1999, p. 256).  Second, PCK perpetuates a false dichotomy between content and 
pedagogy (Segall, 2004).  Treated as such, content is assumed to be unproblematic 
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knowledge and pedagogy is limited to the efficent transmission or reproduction of said 
knowledge by classroom teachers.  
 Knowledge-in-practice: Reflection on self and classroom experience.  
Knowledge-in-practice frames teaching expertise through a more artistic, craft-based lens 
(Grimmett & MacKinnon, 1992), whereby good teaching entails making explicit and 
criticizing the tacit knowledge guiding their judgments and decisions and drawing upon 
reflections to inform current and future practices (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 1999).  Within 
this conception, knowledge for teaching is assumed to reside within the practices of 
teachers with reflection focused more inwardly and on the happenings of teachers’ 
immediate classroom contexts.   
 Three models of reflection closely align with this construct: narrative, practical 
action, and developmentalist.  Narrative reflection stresses reflection that is focused on 
heightening teachers’ awareness and understanding of their own professional reasoning 
and self-image  (Sparks-Langer & Colton, 1991; Tauer & Tate, 1998).  Through avenues 
ranging from reflective journaling to teacher action research, teachers reflect upon the 
validity of their judgments and decisions within their classrooms in the interests of 
achieving personal and professional growth.  Generally, reflection here is very context-
bound and concerned with how teachers define themselves, how their actions are 
understood by students, and how well their own learning goals are being achieved by 
students.  Practical action, the second model, is reflection focused on clarifying the 
assumptions underlying all practical affairs and assessing the educational consequences 
toward which an action may lead (Van Manen, 1977).  Unlike more technical models of 
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reflection where the ends of teaching are generally viewed uncritically, teachers’ 
practices are seen as linked to personal value commitments developed by considering the 
worth of competing educational ends.  The third model, developmentalist, encourages 
reflection about students, their thinking and understandings of what is being taught, and 
their personal and intellectual growth (Zeichner, 1994).  In this model, the basis for 
teachers’ decisions about what should be taught and how it should be taught is grounded 
in close observation and study of their students.  
 While acknowledged as valuable, critics contend these models of reflection frame 
teaching as an individual act of cognition that is limited to helping teachers understand 
and solve only the immediate problems of their job (Laursen, 1994; Liston & Zeichner, 
1990, 1991; Zeichner & Liston, 2014).  Such narrow reflective focus, they argue, 
undermines the profession and is potentially harmful in that it makes light of how 
difficult the reflective process can be and that it overestimates teachers’ capacity to 
analyze their own beliefs and behavior critically.  Fendler (2003) further cautioned that in 
the absence of dialogue with other practitioners, reflection could be used to rationalize 
one’s inner voice as authentic and reject outside influences in the process. Finally, Smyth 
(1993) argued that when reflection is solely focused inwardly, it diverts teachers’ 
attention away from thinking about their work in a broader context and ironically, may 
disempower teachers by allowing them to think the problems facing educational 
institutions rest on their shoulders alone.  This positions teachers as merely reactive to 
their contexts and hinders awareness of how institutional frameworks constrain and 
enable their practices. 
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 Knowledge-of-practice: Dialogical reflection on issues of social justice and 
schooling.  The third conception, knowledge-of-practice, takes into account the 
aforementioned critiques (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 1999).  Implicit within this conception 
are images of knowledge as collectively constructed by local and broader communities.  
Teacher reflection is regarded as an activity neither carried out in isolation nor only 
through dialogues between expert and novice practitioners.  Rather, such distinctions are 
irrelevant, as all practitioners are regarded as co-learners and fellow researchers whose 
reflections are publicly explored through inquiry groups or broader types of publication 
with the goal of fostering collective action and transforming teaching, learning, and 
schooling.  
 Both critical and social reconstructionist models of reflection closely align with 
this construct (Sparks-Langer & Colton, 1991; Van Manen, 1977; Zeichner, 1994).  
Critical reflection encourages teachers to think deeply about the worthiness and 
consequences of educational actions through moral, political, and social justice lenses.  
Reflection is concerned with the extent to which certain educational experiences and 
institutional arrangments foster a more equitable, inclusive, and just society.  This 
emphasis serves a more democratic objective with teachers conceived of as change agents 
who not only question their own personal aims of education but extend their inquiries 
into the social conditions of their schools and classrooms and exchange the results of 
their reflections with others.  Reflection expands to be a means to creating a more 
reflective environment in which the “question of worthwhileness” (Van Manen, 1977, p. 
227) is an embraced institutional norm.   
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 Because this kind of reflection is more expansive and social, adherents of these 
models reject reflection as they see it commonly promoted in professional development 
and teacher education programs—as either a series of prescribed steps for solving 
classroom problems or a time and place-bound research project used to demonstrate 
reflective competency (Anderson & Herr, 1999; Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 2009).  Instead, 
reflection entails teachers working from an inquiry stance where practitioners 
continuously problematize current educational arrangements.  These models of reflection 
are arguably the most challenging to implement because they carry with them personal 
and professional risks and require special and perhaps unusual conditions in order to be 
productive: a sense of caring and trust between teachers, the absence of a win/lose 
mentality, and an adminstration that values critical reflection (Copland, 2003; Mockler, 
2007; Saavedra, 1996).  Cultivating these conditions can be a slow and sensitive process 
(Grossman, Wineburg, & Woolworth, 2001; Hargreaves & Dawe, 1990; Hargreaves & 
Fullan, 2012).  In the absence of practitioners being cognizant and accepting of these 
possible challenges, schools may function as pseudocommunities where teachers’ 
reflections remain private and largely superficial. 
 A unified model of teacher reflection.  Given its collaborative nature and 
emancipatory ends, some scholars have argued critical reflection to be the highest and 
most sophisticated level of reflection (Nagle, 2009; Van Manen, 1977).  The elevation of 
this form of reflection suggests that the ability to reflect critically is predicated upon 
having already mastered “lower” or “less sophisticated” models of reflection.  Seeing, 
however, that balance and a rejection of false distinctions lie at the heart of reflective 
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practice (Zeichner & Liston, 2014), I dismiss arguments that would reserve higher status 
to one particular model of reflection over another as they obscure discussions of how all 
kinds of teacher reflection are all equally necessary and complementary to one another.  
Teachers who solely reflect on the desired social and political ends of their work are 
likely to overlook the technical means required to achieve them.  Likewise, reflection 
solely on how to better accomplish curricular objectives is likely to bear little fruit in the 
absence of considering how or if one’s institutional context is enabling or obstructing 
their practices.  
 In practice, good teachers seldom restrict themselves to a single focus or theory 
(Beck & Kosnick, 2001; Silcock, 1994).  Therefore, I argue for an image of reflection in 
teaching where teachers manage or juggle various reflective foci and continually 
deliberate privately and collectively on how each may or may not be valuable for their 
particular context.  Whether reflection is engendered by university-based research, 
disciplinary ideas, one’s personal reactions to instructional episodes, the advice of a 
trusted colleague, the study of student work, or incidents of social injustice, reflective 
teaching requires understanding that good and valuable knowledge for teaching might be 
discovered by reflecting on many different ideas, values, and incidents. 
Implications for Reflection in History Teaching and History Teachers  
 The conceptual work on reflection and reflective teaching carries with it broad 
and narrow implications for history teachers’ practices and subsequent reflections.  On 
the one hand, history education grounded in a unified model of teacher reflection 
suggests history teachers’ reflections should be rather eclectic.  This idea closely aligns 
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with Stanley’s (1991) argument that competence for social studies teaching require a 
balance between three types of expertise, and by implication three types of reflection: 
technical, critical, and practical.  Technical expertise, as he describes it, encompasses 
adherence to certain generic skills gleaned from teacher effectiveness research as well as 
extensive subject matter and pedagogical content knowledge (PCK) of history (see Table 
2.2).  Critical expertise, however, assumes that technical expertise alone cannot promote 
the type of thinking needed for democratic citizenship. Stanley contends that social 
studies teachers’ reflections should also focus on being (and helping students become) 
competent problem solvers and critical questioners of social reality (Freire, 1970).  
History teachers working toward this end would challenge institutional and professional 
norms that seek to obstruct reflective approaches to history education as well as help 
students question dominant narratives implicit within the history curriculum (Ladson-
Billings, 2001, 2003; Levstik, 2000; Loewen, 1995/2007; Salinas, Blevins, & Sullivan, 
2012).  Practical expertise is deeply contextual knowledge and acknowledges the need for 
reasoned deliberation and action in the face of practical dilemmas.  Invoking Schön’s 
(1983) work, Stanley acknowledges the variable and contentious situations classroom 
teachers are regularly faced with.  These situations, he argues, are further compounded 
for social studies teachers by the failure to reach any consensus on the purpose of social 
studies education, an argument which has since been advanced with regard to history 
education (Barton & Levstik, 2004; Seixas, 2000).  Therefore, Stanley maintains social 
studies teachers must also reflect on which ends of the discipline are best for particular 
classroom situations and well as which means are most appropriate for achieving them. 
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Table 2.2.  
Pedagogical Content Knowledge for Teaching History  
Representing 
History  
Understanding the nature of historical knowledge and the 
structure of the discipline 
 
Transforming 
History  
Understanding how to guide students through the process of 
historical inquiry 
 
Attending to 
Students’ Ideas 
About History   
 
How teachers build upon students’ prior experiences and 
correct misconceptions about history 
 
Framing History  How teachers select, arrange, and conceptualize curriculum and 
content for students 
Source: Monte Sano & Budano (2013) 
 
At the same time, within the framework of reflective teaching, history teachers 
whose practices center on having students consume and retell a singular narrative cannot 
be said to be reflective history teachers.  Reflective teaching constitutes beliefs and 
practices that challenge prevailing educational norms.  Therefore at the very least, 
reflective history teaching would entail instruction that embodies an affinity for students’ 
curiosity and provides opportunites for them to make meaning and construct their own 
narratives through some form of inquiry (McAninch, 2004).  Implicit within reflective 
history teachers’ practices would be a “a spirit of questioning, wondering, and doubting” 
(Elbow, 1968, p. 191), as seen manifested by their use of questions that presage no 
definitive answer, by their structuring of learning activities whose outcomes cannot 
always be predicted, and by their use of assessments that are not merely objective 
measures.  
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II. Empirical Work: Research on Reflective History Teachers 
I locate the research on (and conducted by) reflective history teachers within the 
cognitive and practical paradigms of research on teachers’ thinking.  The cognitive 
paradigm emerged in 1974, when a conference funded by the National Institute of 
Education (NIE) convened a panel entitled “Teaching As Clinical Information 
Processing” for the purpose of developing an agenda for researching “the mental life of 
teachers” (National Institute of Education, 1975, p. 1).  Rooted heavily in psychological 
research on human problem solving (Chase & Simon, 1973; Ericsson & Lehmann, 1996), 
the panel held a view of teachers as agents and clinicians and led to an outgrowth of 
research on teachers’ pre-active and interactive thoughts, subject matter knowledge, and 
implicit beliefs (Clark & Peterson, 1986; Clark & Yinger, 1977; Marland, 1986; Peterson 
& Clark, 1978; Shavelson & Stern, 1981).  However, the cognitive paradigm was 
criticized by some as being as technical and prescriptive as the behavioral process-
product paradigm that preceded it.  Olson (1992) argued it to be “a form of scientism” (p. 
15), while others argued it perpetuated a dichotomy between teachers’ thoughts and 
actions and reflected only the interests of teacher educators (Carlgren, Handal, & Vaage, 
1994).  As an alternative, teacher thinking scholars convened in Sweden in August of 
1994 to propose a more practical research paradigm.  Invoking ideas from critical theory 
and practical philosophy, the group recommended future research on teachers’ thinking 
deviate from technical-rational views of practice and better address issues at the forefront 
of teachers’ minds.   
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Since 1988, where I begin this review, the majority of studies on reflective history 
teachers have come from within the cognitive paradigm.  A substantial reason for this 
pertains to Lee Shulman’s (1986, 1987) theory of pedagogical content knowledge, which 
greatly influenced the field of research on teaching (Segall, 2004).  In reviewing the 
research on history teaching, Suzanne Wilson (2001), who along with Sam Wineburg was 
a graduate student of Shulman’s, wrote of being socialized into the cognitive paradigm 
and how it colored her and other researchers’ conceptions of good history teaching.  In 
recent years however, a division between (or blending of) cognitive and practical 
paradigms has become evident from the increase in studies written by (or focused on the 
reflections of) practicing history teachers.  Accordingly, I divide the empirical work on 
reflective history teachers along these lines.   
Literature Selection Criteria  
 Despite a century of reform efforts encouraging history teachers to adopt an 
inquiry approach to their instruction (Committee of Ten, 1893; Dow, 1976; Evans, 2006; 
Hertzberg, 1971; National Education Association, 1916; Senesh, 1981), reflective 
practice in secondary history classrooms has rarely fourished (McAninch, 2004; 
VanSledright, 2011).  A myriad of factors have encouraged this trend: inadequate 
preparation and support for history teachers during their pre-service teacher education 
and ongoing professional development (Belanger, 2011; Hughes, 2011; Shoemaker, 
2009; Thornton, 2001); resistance by students conditioned to traditional instruction 
(Grant & Gradwell, 2009); a lack of pedagogical models for history teachers to learn 
from in schools (Grant, 2003); pressure for teachers to prep students for exams that test 
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factual recall (Reisman, 2012; van Hover & Heinecke, 2005); and school contexts that 
encourage history teachers to perceive limits on their instructional agency (Cornbleth, 
2002; van Hover & Yeager, 2007).  
 Yet over the past 25 years, researchers have offered a number of case-based 
studies depicting exceptional history teachers who have seemingly overcome the 
aforementioned obstacles.  Although a variety of adjectives and synonyms are used to 
describe these teachers—“accomplished,” “authentic,” “culturally responsive,” “master,” 
“wise,” “ambitious,” “expert”—I opt to use the word “reflective” as a descriptor because 
all of the other definitions imply a reflective stance in resisting traditional, certainty-
driven models of historical pedagogy and their practices reveal favorable dispositions 
toward classroom uncertainty.   
 In selecting relevant studies from this body of research for the first section of this 
review, I elected to focus on cases of exceptional in-service history teachers at the 
secondary level.  This means studies of secondary school history teachers who exhibit 
reflective practices in their classrooms and are regarded by researchers (or key 
informants) as teachers doing so with a high degree of competence in their respective 
school.  As a result, I excluded studies of pre-service and first-year history teachers 
because they generally focus on teachers’ initial forays into inquiry teaching.  Also 
ommitted here, with one exception (Barton, 2005), are cases of elementary school 
teachers and university professors, the latter especially because they are not regulary 
faced with the same type of political and pedagogical constraints K–12 teachers are.  
However in the second section, which focuses on the few studies related to the actual 
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reflections of inquiry-oriented history teachers, studies of teachers across all levels of 
schooling are included.  
Studies of Reflective History Teachers in Secondary Schools  
 Wilson (2001) wrote that case studies of accomplished history teachers not only 
describe good history teaching but also explain what accounts for their instructional 
decision-making.  Throughout the studies included here, explanations for reflective 
history teaching generally fall within Stanley’s (1991) previously discussed framework of 
expertise for social studies teaching: technical, critical, and practical.  The technical 
expertise research examined history teachers’ observable behaviors and pedagogical 
content knowledge as well as their relationship to one another and student outcomes.  
While critical-practical accounts acknowledge teacher behaviors and subject-matter 
knowledge, unlike more technical accounts of practice, these studies also examined the 
interplay between history teachers’ practices and the socio-political contexts in which 
they are situated.  Consequently, explanations for teachers’ decisions in these studies are 
more complex.  It should be noted that because Stanley sometimes describes practical and 
critical expertise as overlapping and closely related to one another, I grouped studies that 
align with one or a blending of the two constructs together.  A summary of the 
differences between these accounts appears in Table 2.3.  
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Table 2.3 
Overview of characteristics of research on reflective history teachers in secondary 
schools 
 Technical accounts Critical-practical accounts 
Research 
perspectives 
Behavioral-Cognitive 
Psychology 
Behavioral-Cognitive Psychology; 
Sociocultural and Critical Theory 
 
Curricular 
perspectives  
Disciplinary inquiry Disciplinary and Problem-based 
historical inquiry 
Explanations for 
teachers’ curricular-
instructional 
decisions 
Subject matter 
knowledge, pedagogical 
content knowledge, 
disciplinary stances, 
techniques derived from 
research 
Subject matter knowledge, 
pedagogical content knowledge, 
knowledge of school context, 
nurturing school climates; 
professional virtues, self-awareness, 
purposefulness, reflectiveness  
 
Models of reflection 
within 
Academic, 
developmentalist, social 
efficiency 
Academic, narrative, 
developmentalist, practical-action, 
critical-social reconstructionist 
 
 
 Technical accounts of reflective history teachers.  Wineburg and Wilson (1988) 
conducted several in-depth interviews and classroom observations of Elizabeth Jensen 
and John Price, two experienced peer-nominated history teachers, as they taught a unit on 
the American Revolution.  The authors sought to understand what these teachers do in 
their classrooms, how they think about the history they teach, and the influences on their 
instructional decision-making.  Despite easily observable differences in their instructional 
approaches—Jensen was analogized to a choreographer; Price to a “sage on the stage”—
Wineburg and Wilson found they had much in common.  As part of the emerging effort 
to document the content specificity of able teachers’ “wisdom of practice” (Shulman, 
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1987), their findings paid special attention to each teacher’s pedagogical content 
knowledge, noting it as having a large influence on the teachers’ practices.  For example, 
each teacher understood history as both fact and interpretation, and each understood 
history as bound together and understood through a number of over-arching concepts and 
themes.  Their practices reflected not just a deep understanding of history and its 
discipline but a more contextual understanding of how it best interacted with the needs 
and abilities of their learners.  For Jensen, this knowledge was reflected through her 
subtle questioning of students as they prepared for a Loyalist/Patriot debate.  For Price, 
this was seen manifested by his interactive lecture while his students engaged with 
conflicting accounts of the Battle of Lexington.   
On the basis of reputation and their students’ high scores on the Advance 
Placement (AP)  history exam, two highly experienced U.S. history teachers—Ms. 
Sterling and Mr. Peterbene—were also studied by Leinhardt, Stainton, and Virji (1994).  
Their study specifically paid attention to how each teacher defined the nature of history 
based on a series of interviews and classroom observations from the beginning of both 
teachers’ academic years.  From an analysis of their data, the authors found that each 
teacher’s definition of history shared many similarities to historians’.  Ms. Sterling, for 
example, believed history to be interpretive and an ongoing process.  This belief was 
reflected in one of her lessons, where her students were observed discussing a variety of 
possible definitions of history.  Similarly, Mr. Peterbene believed history to be forever 
evolving.  In a lesson, his students were observed evaluating a fictious letter written by a 
soldier.  With the assistance of Mr. Peterbene, the students also noted a blot in the letter 
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that obscured some information.  From the discussion, the students were able to conclude 
that history was biased, written by the literate, and ultimately incomplete.  Leinhardt and 
her associates argue that because of each teacher’s disciplinary stances, their students 
understood history to be simultaneously an inquisitive process and a collection of facts 
that needed to be synthesized in the form of an argument—a task they would be called 
upon to do frequently in their AP history course.     
 One particular student’s experience with this task throughout the semester was the 
subject of a later publication by Leinhardt (2000).  The study specifically focused on the 
growth of Paul, a student of Ms. Sterling’s, by analyzing the quality of his writing on a 
number of Document-Based Question (DBQ) essays over time. Paul’s first DBQ attempt 
of the semester, while mastering the five-paragraph form, reflected a desire to provide a 
definitive “answer” and did very little to integrate the contents of the documents into his 
essay. Three months later, Paul’s third and final DBQ reflected a more sophisticated line 
of thinking.  Throughout the essay, he showed a greater aptitude for making connections, 
explicating evidence, and suspending judgment.   While not undermining the efforts and 
diligence of Paul, Leinhardt concluded his growth to be largely attributable to the 
instruction of Ms. Sterling, whose practice she observed over the course of the study.  
Ms. Sterling provided Paul with opportunities to openly discuss ideas with his peers; she 
would often visit with Paul and challenge him to better ground his oral assertions in 
evidence; and she offered extensive and specific feedback to Paul on each of his writing 
assignments as the semester progressed.  Her instructional choices, according to 
Leinhardt, provided Paul with numerous resources and opportunities to practice and 
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master the skills needed to grow as a writer and a thinker.    
 Several studies have more closely examined the qualities and practices of history 
teachers whose students show substantial growth in their ability to reason, read, and write 
historically.  Two experienced U.S. history teachers—Ms. Bobeck and Mr. Rossi—were 
compared in a multiple case study by Monte-Sano (2008).  Despite both having the goal 
of improving their students’ writing and each working with homogenous student 
populations, over 75% of Ms. Bobeck’s students improved in argumentation and 
historical reasoning compared to only 8% of Mr. Rossi’s students.  Upon analysis of 
several observations and post-observation interviews of each teacher, Monte-Sano 
explained the disparity between the quality of their student’s writing through their 
teachers’ instructional practices, goals, and disciplinary stances.  Unlike Mr. Rossi, who 
regularly emphasized history as a set story and offered little writing support to his 
students, Ms. Bobeck’s instruction reflected an understanding of history and historical 
writing as a process.  As such, she would assign textbook readings but also supplement 
them with primary documents and alternative narratives, each of which were 
accompanied by questions that emphasized a close reading and sourcing of the text.  Ms. 
Bobeck would also model exemplary work, offer explicit strategy instructions for writing 
argumentative essays, and she alotted a majority of class time to one-on-one writing 
conferences between herself and small groups.  Monte-Sano concluded Ms. Bobeck’s 
practices were consistent with the findings of research on historians’ reading strategies as 
well as effective instruction in literacy.   
 In another case study by Monte-Sano (2011), she observed similar practices in 
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11th grade U.S. history teacher—Mr. Lyle—as he guided students through an 
investigation into the causes of the American Civil War.  Over a period of three months, 
Monte-Sano visited Mr. Lyle on a weekly basis and found he employed several 
instructional strategies purposefully aimed to improve his students’ historical thinking 
and writing skills.  One strategy involved teaching his students how to interact with 
historical texts through annotating. Throughout, he also reinforced to students their 
purposes for reading by helping them connect each source to their overarching question.  
Another strategy involved affording students daily informal writing opportunities on a 
single historical perspective or issue.  Once students had written several of these informal 
essays and discussed them in class, Mr. Lyle would assign a more complex, summative 
prompt that asked them to synthesize a wider range of sources.  Finally, Mr. Lyle’s 
extensive oral and written feedback on students’ essays was often dialogical and included 
an average of five positive comments per essay.  From an analysis of pre- and post-
instruction writing samples, Monte-Sano found improvement in a majority of students’ 
(N=15) historical reasoning and evidence-based writing abilities and recommended 
history teachers integrate more discipline-specific literacy instruction into their practices. 
 Wiersma (2008) examined the beliefs and instructional methods of three “non-
traditional” history teachers through observations, interviews, and a Likert-scale 
questionnaire.  The teachers were purposefully selected based on their reputation and 
were all found to exhibit beliefs and instruction consistent with research-based “best 
practices.”  Mr. Brown, an AP U.S. history teacher, was noted as particularly “skilled in 
the art of questioning” (p. 112).  He used questioning as a means of helping students 
		
45 
access their prior knowledge and as a way of helping them draw conclusions on their 
own.  In addition, his self-described “lectures” more closely resembled dialogues and his 
assignments often posed questions open to interpretation.  Mr. Allen, a World History 
teacher, was described as a social constructivist.  As his students were examining 
historical letters in small groups, he would move around the room, often using Socratic 
questioning and prodding students to question each other’s opinions about what they 
were reading.  Finally Mr. Breen, a U.S history teacher, would often question his students 
to consider the ways in which their lives connected (or did not connect) to the past.  The 
researcher concluded that, while all different, each teacher brought in alternative sources 
and embodied constructivist pedagogy by using questions and inquiry as an instructional 
device.  Moreover, she cited Mr. Brown’s students’ high AP Exam scores as an indicator 
of his effectiveness. 
 Further emphasizing the importance of asking challenging and meaningful 
questions, Lattimer (2008) observed how a U.S. history teacher —Mr. Paredes—
effectively taught a unit on the 1920s through the lens of an “essential question.”  
Recognizing that personal freedom was a recurring theme throughout the state history 
standards on the 1920s, he developed the unit question: “Should there be limits on 
personal freedom?”  On the first day of the unit, Lattimer observed Mr. Paredes refrain 
from discussing specific-subject matter; instead he opted to engage his students’ 
experiences by facilitating a discussion of personal freedom, effectively developing a 
frame with which to consider future unfamiliar cases of history.  Throughout the rest of 
the unit, the students encountered a new historical case study every day, each of which 
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provided them an opportunity to further explore their essential question.  In teaching each 
case, Mr. Paredes facilitated discussions around primary documents and regularly 
promoted metacognition by requiring students to reflect on the essential question in light 
of new information.  As reflected in many of his students’ journal entries, uncertainty was 
a prominent theme as opinions frequently shifted.  But this confusion, according to 
Lattimer, also coincided with increases in student engagement, homework completion, 
and even standardized test scores.      
 Several themes emerge from the foregoing studies.  First, technical accounts of 
reflective history teaching identify a number of common practices and teacher behaviors 
that researchers believe correlate to growth in students’ analytical thinking and 
achievement scores.  These findings are consistent with the results of a recent Delphi 
survey by Fogo (2014), which identified and detailed a set of  “core practices” for history 
teaching, among them: crafting and using compelling historical questions, support for 
students’ historical reading and writing skills, providing opportunites for students to 
engage in historical research, and attendance to the development of students’ historical 
thinking.  Second, teachers’ curricular-instructional decisions in these accounts are 
largely rooted within (and explained through) an analytic stance towards history 
education (Barton & Levstik, 2004).  On the whole, teachers’ practices position students 
as mini-historians, working with and analyzing historical evidence and investigating 
generally uncontroversial questions.  In some cases (see Monte-Sano, 2008, 2011), 
controversial topics such as racism are broached in teachers’ lessons, but any critical 
analysis of what explains racism and why it persists is cursory at best.  Finally, the extent 
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to which teachers’ classroom and socio-political contexts influence their decisions largely 
goes unexamined.  Accordingly, much of the reflection implicitly encouraged within 
these studies is focused along academic, social efficiency, and developmentalist traditions 
(Zeichner, 1994).   
Critical-practical accounts of reflective history teachers.  Through a collective 
case study, Marri (2005) asked: How do three skilled secondary social studies teachers 
teach about and for multicultural democracy in their U.S. history courses?  The 
teachers—Mr. Sinclair, Ms. Jensen, and Ms. Westphalen—were purposefully selected for 
using multiple persepectives and inquiry in their teaching and were observed and 
interviewed on multiple occasions throughout a unit of study.  Three themes would 
emerge from a cross-case analysis of the data: emphasis on effective communication and 
critical thinking skills, providing students opportunities to practice effective citizenship 
skills, and extending the curriculum beyond departmental and state-mandated goals.  Mr. 
Sinclair, for example, stressed discussion skills with his students and used primary 
sources to help them question dominant narratives about the U.S. Civil Rights movement.  
Similarly, Ms. Jensen expressed a desire for her students to analyze the status quo 
critically and brought attention to the perspectives of groups marginalized within the 
official curriculum on the New Deal.  Such learning opportunities, Marron argued, were 
in part a result of how the teachers perceived democratic citizenship.  At the same time, 
factors such as student demographics and teachers’ limited conceptions of diversity 
impeded their ability to fully teach for multicultural democracy.  Marri acknowledged the 
practical difficulties of realizing such teaching and recommended teacher educators share 
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his findings with pre-service teachers to help deepen their understanding of what it means 
(and requires) to teach about and for multicultural democracy.    
 Building upon Marri’s (2005) findings, Epstein, Mayorga, and Nelson (2011) 
observed one 11th grade history teacher’s effect on low-income minority students’ 
perceptions of race and racism in American history by examining students’ pre- and post-
instructional writing samples.  Described as a “culturally responsive” history teacher, Ms. 
Vega’s curriculum and instruction were organized around concepts of national identity 
and racism.  In teaching about racism, she presented it as not limited to overt forms of 
oppression and frequently portrayed people of color as historical agents, highlighting 
historical and contemporary instances of individual and collective resistance.  Ms. Vega 
also discussed with students the presence of cross-racial alliances to resist oppression 
throughout American history, hoping to engender more open-mindedness with regard to 
students possibly accepting Whites as allies in their own lives.  From an analysis of the 
data, which also included interviews with randomly selected students about their written 
responses, the researchers found students moving toward more sophisticated historical 
understandings of race and political change.  However the students, most of whom lived 
in racially segregated neighborhoods and attended racially segregated schools, found it 
very diffucult to move beyond images of Whites as perpetrators or beneficiaries of 
racism.  Beyond Ms. Vega’s varied teaching strategies, Epstein and associates cited 
freedom from high-stakes testing and space afforded by her school to develop curriculum 
as factors enabling her culturally responsive pedagogy.   
 Conversely, a number of studies have focused on history teachers who exhibit 
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reflective practices despite their unsupportive or high-stakes testing contexts.  Grant’s 
(2003) comparative case study of two New York secondary history teachers—Mr. Blair 
and Ms. Straight—represents one of the earliest documented examples.  Both teachers 
worked in the same school with similar students, shared similar working and educational 
backgrounds, and were obliged to prepare their students for the state-required Regents 
exam, a substantial portion of which is devoted to asking students to recall from memory 
various historical events, names, and dates.  However, after in-depth observations of and 
interviews with each teacher, Grant found signficant variance between their practices.  As 
he taught a unit on the Civil Rights Movement, Mr. Blair’s pedagogy was described as 
monological, textbook-driven, and focused on chronology.  Ms. Strait, on the other hand, 
taught the same topic around the complex idea of race relations and extended its scope 
beyond the textbook chronology.  Adamant that her students connect to the unit on an 
emotional level, Ms. Strait also used a broad range of activities and assessments.  Her 
students participated in simulations, examined a variety of sources, and frequently 
discussed their written reactions to content with one another.  That Ms. Strait’s pedagogy 
was more “ambitious” than Mr. Blair’s, Grant attributed to her passion for and 
knowledge of history, her belief that all students can learn and do so in different ways, 
and her drive to circumvent pedagogical constraints in her school.   
 Grant (2005) further explored the notion of  “ambitious teaching” through his case 
study of Paula, a 10th grade global history teacher in western New York.  From interview 
data collected before and after the administration of a new Regents test in global history, 
Paula’s case stood out as a teacher negotiating the tensions between her desire to use 
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historical documents and teach topics important to her and what she perceived as the texts 
and topics suggested by the Regents exam.  For example, although the state curriculum 
suggested spending significant time on the Industrial Revolution, the test suggested 
otherwise.  Paula neither ignored these influences nor deferred to them.  Rather, her 
knowledge of the subject and of her students, according to Grant, facilitated her dropping 
some elements of the topic in favor of others (e.g., nationalism) she believed her students 
would find more engaging.  Describing her curricular decisions as more journey than end, 
Grant argued such negotiation, coupled with an awareness of her instructional identity 
and agency, enabled Paula to choose a more ambitious path and better align her practices 
with her aims.   
 Examining what “wise” practice looks like amongst Texas middle school social 
studies teachers, Webeck, Salinas, and Field (2005) used case study to examine how 
Terry, an experienced 8th grade U.S. history teacher, understood and responded to a 
newly administered high-stakes social studies test (TAKS).  Through classroom artifacts 
and interview data, the researchers found that Terry perceived the TAKS not as a creative 
barrier but as a stepping-stone to meaningful teaching and learning.  Using a linguistic 
metaphor, Terry was described as “multilingual” in that she “spoke” (and had her 
students ‘speak’) in ways consistent with the langauge of the TAKS exam while also 
promoting experiences that encouraged active learning, decision-making, and thoughtful 
inquiry (National Council for the Social Studies, 1993).  In explaining her pedagogical 
style and classroom decisions, Terry cited her far-reaching democratic aims and her 
reflections on experience.  Echoing Grant’s (2005) findings, Webeck and her associates 
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suggested these factors to be a result of Terry’s teaching philosophy, the results of which 
stemmed from a clear understanding of her instructional identity, her subject matter, and 
her students.   
 Ms. Cooper, the focus of a case study by Gradwell (2006), perceived her students’ 
high-stakes Regents test in ways similar to Terry.  Tasked with teaching a diverse student 
population and preparing her students for a newly-revised social studies test, Ms. Cooper, 
a non-tenured 8th grade U.S. history teacher, neither focused exclusively on likely-to-be-
tested content nor assessed her students in ways that mimicked the upcoming exam.  
Gradwell instead observed Ms. Cooper’s students interpreting primary sources in small 
groups and learning about the changing role of women in the 1920’s, this despite no 
mention of the topic in the state curriculum.  From interviews with Ms. Cooper, Gradwell 
found her deep knowledge of context, subject matter, and learners largely accounted for 
these choices.  Ms. Cooper believed the Regents exam inaccurately reflected her 
students’ understanding of history and thought it unrealistic to get through the entire state 
curriculum in a purposeful way.  And so, she instead chose to spend time on topics that 
mattered to her and her students and did so in ways that promoted deep learning.  Based 
on her students still performing admirably on the state test, Gradwell suggested that other 
teachers’ instructional choices could in fact be guided, not driven, by high-stakes testing 
and mandated curricula. 
 Two 8th grade U.S. history teachers’ use of a simulation-based curriculum along 
with their purposes for doing so were examined by DiCamillo and Gradwell (2012).  
Despite being tasked with preparing a culturally diverse student population for a high-
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stakes exam, interviews with and obsevations of the teachers—Mr. Kramer and Mr. 
Bender—revealed they engaged their students in simulations to encourage their critical 
thinking, to peak their interests about certain topics like immigration, and to help them 
empathize with figures from the past. While the duration of the simluations varied, all 
were also preceded by extensive preparation by the students and the teachers.  Similar to 
findings from previously mentioned studies, the researchers cited teachers’ deep 
knowledge of their discipline, learners, and context in addition to their experimental 
dispositions as crucial to enacting their ambitious practices.  Additionally, as was the case 
with Epstein et al.’s (2011) findings, DiCamillo and Gradwell suggested the teachers’ 
supportive work environment as another important factor.   
 Barton (2005) investigated the “wisdom” of Leslie, an urban elementary social 
studies teacher, as she taught a unit on Westward Expansion to third graders.  From 
several months of obsevations and conversations with Leslie, Barton found that despite 
her working in a high-stakes testing climate with students whose backgrounds differed 
from her own, she implemented a heavily-scaffolded, thematic, and inquiry-based 
curriculum.  One important influence on Leslie’s practice was her intellectual respect for 
her students.  She exemplified this by frequently building upon her student’s background 
knowledge and allowing them opportunties to direct their own research efforts.  But 
ultimately, Barton cited her constant reflection as the source of her teaching.  
Specifically, Leslie ongoingly reflected on her students’ learning, taking inventory of 
what they were (and were not) understanding and adjusting her practice accordingly.  
Barton argued her reflective commitment to student learning oriented her toward 
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practices not necessarily conducive to certainty and classroom control. 
 Finally, reflective thinking figured as much into the curriuculum as it did the 
practices of Diego de la Vega, the subject of a case study by Castro, Hawkman, and Diaz 
(2015).  Chosen for his strong reputation for teaching about racism in his secondary 
social studies courses, the researchers sought to understand Diego’s experience with and 
reasons for teaching an elective course entitled Race, Gender, and Ethnicity (RGE).  
Upon analysis of Diego’s classroom materials and interview data, Castro and his 
associates found he cultivated a culture of trust in order to provide his students 
opportunities to engage in challenging and relevant dialogue about racism and sexism in 
American life.  At home, his students were expected to reflectively journal about their 
own racial identities and the ideas they were encountering in the course; in class, Diego 
explicitly taught terms like acculturation, prejudice, and hegemony, so his students had a 
common vocabulary to draw from during class discussions.  Diego’s practice however 
was not without its political challenges, as he had to carefully navigate a school culture 
that either seemed disconnected to its students’ lives or misunderstood RGE as a “blame 
the white person course” (p. 138).  The researchers concluded that by legitimizing his 
students’ personal experiences, disclosing his own biases and personal fears, and 
managing the perceptions of school administrators, Diego was able to cultivate a safe 
counterspace. 
 Reading across the critical-practical case literature, several themes come to light.  
While some have suggested history teachers’ practices to be negatively influenced by 
state standards, high-stakes tests, or unsupportive contexts (Thieman & Carano, 2013; 
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van Hover & Heinecke, 2005), the foregoing studies illustrate some history teachers do 
choose to teach reflectively and perceive such obstacles differently.  Thus, a recurring 
theme underlying teachers’ reflective choices in these accounts is their far-reaching 
purpose for teaching history, reinforcing Barton and Levstik’s (2004) claim that 
purposeful history teachers “can resist the temptation of conformity” (p. 254).  A second 
and closely related finding pertains to teachers being conscious of their curricular-
instructional autonomy (Thornton, 1989, 2005), which makes them more likely to act in 
the interests of their educational convictions.  However, these studies’ emphasis on 
teacher empowerment are not meant to perpetuate what Ricket (2013) describes as the 
“teacher hero” myth.  Some history teachers in these cases overcame considerable odds to 
promote meaningful learning experiences, while others found themselves amidst working 
conditions and professional development opportunites designed to reduce those odds in 
the first place (Guskey, 1995; Guskey & Yoon, 2009).  Finally, these studies more 
explicitly acknowledge the importance of history teachers reflecting on their practice, 
even if it is not their central focus.   
Studies on the Reflections of Inquiry-Oriented History Teachers 
 In an extensive review of the research on teacher uncertainty, Helsing (2007) 
noted that teachers’ reflections have rarely been the central topics of research.  To date, 
reviews of research on history teaching reveal very few studies featuring or examining 
the reflections of exceptional school history teachers (Barton & Avery, 2016; Paxton & 
Wineburg, 2000; VanSledright & Limón, 2006; Wilson, 2001; Wineburg, 1996).  Given 
the demands of teachers’ work, which often relegates reflection to private inner dialogues 
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with oneself (Erickson, 1986; Ohanian 1985), the scarcity of such studies comes as no 
surprise.  However, over the past ten to fifteen years, a small handful of studies that 
directly (and indirectly) unearth the reflections of inquiry-oriented history teachers have 
emerged.  By and large, these works fall into two categories: reflective narratives and 
practitioner action research.  Authored by history teachers, the reflective narratives offer 
“journal-esque” accounts and explanations of their curricular-instructional decisions and 
experiences.  Overall, the practical question of “how?” underlies these studies.  
Interrogations of teachers’ practices arise at times, but they are mostly incidental.  In 
studies conducted by (or focused on) practitioner-researchers, however, such 
interrogations are the focal point.  These studies position history teachers as practitioners 
and researchers, reflecting deliberately and systematically on problems of practice for the 
purpose of change within their school context or themselves (Herr & Anderson, 2005).  
 Reflective narratives.  Citing the need for more practical dimensions to the 
ambitious teaching literature, Grant and Gradwell (2010) asked eight secondary history 
teachers to keep a reflective journal as they planned and implemented a history unit 
centered on an open-ended “big idea” question.  In reflecting on their respective units, the 
teachers mostly focused on student learning, often citing gains in their thinking and 
writing of how the psychological rewards derived from them deepened their 
consciousness of what was possible in their classroom.   Some teachers also reflected on 
some of the challenges they encountered while (or discovered after) teaching and 
described their thoughtful adjustments made in response.  Focusing his teaching on the 
question: “Why don’t we know anything about Africa?”, Michael Meyer reflected on 
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how during his initial years teaching the unit, his students’ understanding of the question 
too closely reflected his own beliefs on the subject.  Realizing he was giving his students 
little space to explore their own reasoning, Meyer reconfigured the unit in its next 
iteration and purposefully refrained from interjecting his own views on the subject.  At 
the completion of Mary Bruce’s unit, which focused on the question: “Reconstruction: A 
Race to Reunite or a Never-ending Fight?”, she also found her students’ writing lacked 
original thought and in some cases, were mere regurgitations of historians’ views.  From 
her reflection, she opted next time to interweave the unit with a “historiography 
workshop” so that students better understood various criteria to consider when 
interpreting historical evidence.  Megan Sampson focused on her students’ learning as 
well, noticing mid-class that they did not understand the big idea question: “How does 
religion cause conflict?”  Reflecting-in-action, she adjusted her instruction on-the-fly by 
changing the wording of the question to what? which steered students’ discussions more 
toward her aims.         
 The evolution of an urban high school U.S. history teacher’s practice from a 
“collective memory” to a more “disciplinary” approach was the subject of a study by 
Kelly and VanSledright (2005).  Despite efforts to engage his students in “doing history,” 
teacher and co-author Mr. Kelly reflected on how during his first few years of teaching, 
he noticed he was carrying the bulk of the interpretive workload.  Reacting to pressure to 
“cover” the curriculum, Kelly was also troubled by the exams he was writing, which were 
increasingly emphasizing factual recall.  From these reflections, Kelly decided to 
experiment with more in-depth disciplinary practices and deemphasize the breadth of 
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coverage implicitly promoted within his school.  At the same time, Kelly’s 
experimentation with teaching disciplinary history brought with it new questions that 
warranted further investigation. Reflecting on how the structure of his school did not 
promote the space necessary to discuss these questions with colleagues, Kelly returned to 
graduate school where he found support for his practices in the research literature.  As a 
result, Kelly began to encourage his students to examine sources more critically and 
made his essay assignments more interpretive, the results of which were satisfying and 
problematic once again.  Spanning the scope of his eight-year career, Mr. Kelly 
highlighted the cyclical nature of reflective practice as well as the wide range of areas 
some teachers focus their reflections on. 
 Bain (2000) documented his experience problematizing historical accounts with 
his high school students. To challenge his students’ notion of history as authorless, he 
began the school year by differentiating between two concepts: history as a past 
occurrence and history as an interpretive account.  He taught historical thinking skills to 
help his students question everything from the criteria used to determine historical 
significance to the pedagogical intentions underlying his selection of various documents 
for them.  Throughout the course, his students regularly wrote in journals to capture and 
critique their ideas and questioned historical evidence in groups, which according to 
Bain, was meant to lessen the initial burden of historical analysis.  While some students 
found such thinking very difficult, so much that Bain questioned if he scaffolded 
instruction enough, upon reflection he found such tools were largely effective with his 
students.  From an analysis of their journals and discussions they engaged in over time, 
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Bain found his students were beginning to define and read history with increased 
sophistication.  He also reflected on advances in his pedagogical growth as well as the 
extent to which his instruction reflected those he encountered in the research literature. 
 Desiring more coherence to his AP US history curriculum, Neumann (2011) 
restructured his individual units and the entire course around the idea of competing 
notions of freedom. In his narrative, he chronicled his experience teaching about the 
Progressive era through the question: “Was the Progressives’ reliance on government an 
appropriate means to ‘restore freedom’ in the Industrial era?”  Beginning the unit with a 
class discussion about what constitutes appropriate government intervention in their lives, 
Neumann then assigned various reforms for his students to investigate in groups using 
primary and secondary sources in addition to the criteria they generated from their 
discussion.  As students examined their sources, many of which conflicted with one 
another in perspective, Neumann pushed his students think about “progress” as a 
historically contextual idea and the idea of reform in more complex ways than they were 
accustomed to.  Reflecting on his practice, Neumann found the majority of his students 
began to exhibit an increased understanding of the discipline of history as well as a 
reluctance to think in presentist ways about the past.  These gains were evident to 
Neumann from his students’ discussions with one another and their culminating essays.  
At the same time, he found some students were very confused about tensions in the 
Progressive era and were quick to mimic ideas they overheard in class without 
understanding them.  Reflecting on this problem, Neumann called for teachers not to 
assume more sophisticated student thinking was a given from such teaching and that they 
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too must continually reflect on their own understanding of the unit’s question and the 
level of success students achieve.   
  In related narratives situated in institutes of higher education, other history 
teachers reflected on the promises and challenges of inquiry teaching.  Holt (1990) 
provided a descriptive account of his practice as a teacher of history to undergraduate 
students.  A practicing historian, Holt sought not just to enculturate students to the ways 
of the historian but to assist them in harnessing their critical and creative prowess.  In his 
survey course on the African-American experience during Reconstruction, Holt built 
upon the knowledge of his students, asking them to consider their meaning of freedom 
before having them analyze historical perspectives on the topic from a variety of primary 
sources.  To assess his students, Holt forwent traditional exams in lieu of more creative 
ones that assess their abilities to extract and question information.  On students’ take-
home midterm examination, for example, he required they act as curators for a museum 
by assigning them three different historical labor contracts to annotate for a display.  
Reflecting on his course, Holt focused on his students’ increased ability to analyze 
evidence and consider multiple perspectives and argued such skills be taught at the 
secondary level as well. 
 Calder (2006) similarly documented his rationale for and teaching of history in his 
post-World War II college survey of American history.  To realize his aim of helping 
students “uncover” history instead, Calder described how he structured the course 
chronology into eight topics, to each of which he devoted three different kinds of inquiry: 
visual, critical, and moral.  In describing his early efforts teaching the course, Calder 
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noticed that his students found it very difficult to learn the habits of mind historians 
employ.  Upon reflection, he realized his students merely watching him model such 
habits was insufficient and decided to afford them more opportunities to practice them.  
At the same time, Calder also employed think-aloud protocols to compare his students’ 
thought processes with a set of historical documents at beginning and end of the 
semester.  From these protocols, he found that his students on average made modest to 
dramatic gains in their ability to think historically and noted that despite the increased 
workload and difficulty, his students overwhelmingly preferred “uncoverage” to more 
traditional course designs. 
 A careful reading of the foregoing narratives reveals both commonalities and 
differences between the reflections of these history teachers.  On the one hand, student 
learning generally appears to be the starting and end points of most teachers’ reflections, 
which corroborates the results of research on expert teachers’ decision-making (Berliner, 
2001; Fogarty, Wang, & Creek, 1983; Westerman, 1991).  Where their reflections greatly 
diverge pertains to what aspects of student learning they choose to focus on and to the 
direction of their reflections thereafter.  Some teachers, for example, exclusively reflected 
on gains made by their students, while others also focused on the perceived tension 
between their students’ learning and their instructional goals.  For some teachers, this 
tension prompted introspection and engendered new understandings and furthered 
practical, and in some cases professional, experimentation.  Yet these understandings and 
practical adjustments varied from teacher to teacher.  
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 Practitioner action research.  Manfra (2009) used portraiture to study the 
characteristics and results of four experienced social studies teachers’ reflections as they 
engaged in critical inquiry during a Teacher as Researcher graduate course.  With 
guidance from their instructor and course readings, over two semesters the teachers 
developed and implemented practical lines of inquiry that addressed and reflected on 
issues of race, ethnicity, and equity in their schools.  One teacher, for example, wanted to 
understand how to better meet the needs of his Latino students, while others pondered the 
existence of achievement gaps between white students and students of color in their 
classrooms.  From their final research reports, the teachers’ reflections varied and 
spanned topics ranging from relationships with particular students to discriminatory 
school norms and policies.  According to all the teachers, however, the research process 
was empowering and had a transformative effect on their teaching identities as well as 
their students.  Manfra concluded from the reports and interviews with the teachers that 
their reflections also led to further plans to practice more culturally relevant and 
democratic instruction in their classrooms. 
The impact of an urban history teacher-researcher’s curricular intervention was 
examined by Martell and Hashimoto-Martell (2012).  Troubled by the authoritarian voice 
of history textbooks and his students’ insistance to uncritically read them, co-author and 
teacher Martell abandoned his district-supplied textbook and replaced it with a series of 
teacher-created reading packets that: (a) presented history as interpretive, (b) better 
included the voices of marginalized groups, and (c) encouraged students to take a stance 
on historical and societal issues.  From survey data and semi-structured interviews with 
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his students, Martell examined how the packets impacted his students’ (n = 94) learning 
of history and their ability to question dominant narratives of history.  Reflecting on his 
practice, Martell fittingly began with his students’ development as he found the packets 
positively influenced their interest in and understanding of history as interpretive while 
also helping them better identify with people from the past.  At the same time, he found 
some students preferred the singular textbook narrative and even perceived it as more 
trustworthy than the reading packets.  Martell’s reflection engendered for him a deepened 
understanding of the potential (and limits) of incorporating texts that portray history as 
contested in his particular classroom.   
 A year later, Martell (2013a) again researched his practice, this time more 
critically and introspectively by examining the extent to which his teaching practices 
addressed the needs of his students of color (n = 49), half of whom were from immigrant 
families.  Keenly aware of his own “Whiteness” (p. 67) and the diverse racial-ethnic 
make up of his students, Martell intentionally racialized the official Eurocentric 
curriculum he was charged to teach.  He again utilized teacher-created reading packets, 
including events he felt would better connect to his students’ backgrounds, and he 
assigned projects that gave them opportunities to explore their cultural histories.  Upon 
analysis of quantitative and qualitative data, Martell reflected on his professional growth 
as a culturally relevant history teacher in ways that confirmed and challenged his beliefs 
and practices.  From surveys and interviews with students, he found his students were 
better identifying with history and that they felt the course engendered pride in their 
backgrounds while validating the historical narratives learned from their families.  
		
63 
However, the data also revealed he seldom examined how other countries viewed the 
events of American history and that his Brazilian students felt underrepresented in the 
curriculum.  This provoked further reflection for Martell on his background as as White 
non-immigrant and led to future plans of action for his classroom, among them including 
a more diverse array of non-Black histories and better acknowledging the connections 
between the stories of White immigrants and immigrants of color.   
 As a teacher-researcher, Kohlmeier (2005) sought to document and understand 
the learning that resulted from teaching her ninth graders how to evaluate and construct 
historical narratives.  In guiding her students through an investigation of women’s 
experiences during three distinct time periods, Kohlmeier used a three-step approach.  
Her students completed a graphic reading guide for each source they read, discussed 
sources in a Socratic seminar, and wrote a narrative in response to a historical question.  
From student interviews, seminar transcriptions, and student work, Kohlmeier reflected 
on the success of her teaching strategies and found noticeable positive shifts in her 
students’ thinking with changes ranging from an increased empathic capacity to a better 
understanding of how to evaluate biases in historical texts.  The students, however, were 
unable to use the texts to fill in the gaps of their prior knowledge to the full extent 
historians would.  From these reflections on student learning, Kolhmeier confirmed a 
strong relationship between civic competence and the teaching of historical thinking and 
questioned the number of sources provided to students during her instruction. 
 Virgin (2014) employed a mixed methods action research design to investigate 
whether his middle school students (n = 201) were more likely to transfer their learning 
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from previous units as a result of revisiting their essential questions.  An analysis of unit 
assessments, Likert-scale student surveys, and student writing prompts revealed both 
encouraging and problematic results.  For example, Virgin found that his students were 
able to make more connections between historical events as a result of his practices.  
Given the essential question, “What is worth fighting for?”, at the end of their unit on the 
causes of the Civil War, 11 percent connected the conflict to another event outside the 
unit on their assessment.  That number rose to 60 percent given the same question after 
studying World War I.  These results, however, were not consistent with how his students 
made connections to their personal experiences, as the difference between how they 
connected the aforementioned topics to their lives before the beginning of the unit and 
after revisiting their essential questions was minimal.  Reflecting on his students’ gains, 
Virgin concluded that his practice of revisiting essential questions played a key role in 
helping his students’ thinking become less compartmentalized.  In response to their 
struggles, he devised action plans to provide his students more opportunities to connect 
the curriculum to their lives and vowed to involve his students more in the process of 
formulating his unit questions. 
 At the elementary level, McCormick (2008) noticed her fifth graders’ (n = 119) 
disinterest in history and used action research to examine changes in their motivation to 
learn history after a six-week inquiry into the American Revolution.  McCormick began 
her unit by guiding her students in constructing their own researchable questions on how 
the British could alleviate their debt from the French and Indian War.  From these 
questions, cooperative learning groups were formed where students were responsible for 
		
65 
researching their questions using primary and secondary sources and later presenting 
their conclusions to the class.  McCormick’s research questions naturally encouraged 
student learning as the starting point for reflection.  As evidenced in her field notes and 
student responses to a pre- and post-instructional survey, she found overhwhelmingly 
positive gains in their motivation to learn history as well an increase in students’ general 
intrinsic motivation to learn.  While careful to generalize across contexts, McCormick’s 
reflection engendered for her a deepened understanding of the connection between 
inquiry teaching and her students’ desire to learn history.  Additionally, McCormick 
commented that the action research process itself raised new practical questions while 
also allowing her to recognize faults in her own beliefs about teaching.  
 Noticing a lack of studies documenting the effectiveness of history education 
reforms, VanSledright (2002a, 2002b) researched and reflected on the effectiveness of his 
practice teaching historical thinking to fifth graders (n = 23).  The students over a four 
month period learned about and practiced the historian’s craft while cooperatively 
investigating topics such as the “starving time” mystery in seventeenth-century 
Jamestown and the conflicting accounts surrounding the Boston Massacre.  Upon 
analysis of videotaped lessons, teacher journal entries, and pre/post-instruction think-
aloud protocols,  VanSledright found his students were more accepting of history’s 
interpretive nature while exhibiting more sophistication in their ability to critically 
analyze and construct historical interpretations.  But these gains were tempered by 
unintended consequences which provoked further reflection.   For example, some 
students found it difficult to accept the possibility of there being no definitive answer and 
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remained steadfast in the belief that the objective truth remained waiting to be 
discovered.  Equally problematic, several students frequently treated evidence with an 
overgeneralized suspicion—that its authors were simply lying.  Reflecting on this 
“intepretive paradox,” VanSledright concluded it to be an inevitable consequence of 
teaching from a disciplinary stance and pondered ways to better teach his students to 
embrace the interpretive workings of history.    
 Several themes permeate the studies authored by and focused on history teacher-
researchers.  First, history teachers when systematically reflecting on and documenting 
their practice generally refer to their posed research questions as the basis for and focus 
of their initial reflections.  In cases where teachers researched their own effectiveness, the 
reflective focus naturally began with student learning; likewise, when examining their 
practice through more critical lenses, teachers’ reflections were broader in scope.  
Second, the history curricular model from which teachers are working may correlate to 
the direction and contents of their subsequent reflections.  For example, teachers 
engaging their students in disciplinary inquiry do not seem to reflect on issues of social 
justice in their research, unlike those working from more civic-minded problem-based 
models.  Third and perhaps most important, theory-practice tensions are more 
deliberately acknowledged and explored in these accounts than they are in the previously 
discussed narratives.  This is evident from the intial problems that provoked their 
research to the problems that resulted from them as well. 
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Research Gap 
The research on reflective history teachers in secondary schools has contributed 
significantly to our understanding of what explains the practices of such teachers.  From 
these studies, the importance of reflection and a reflective stance is evident from profiled 
teachers’ resistance to traditional history teaching models to researchers’ arguments that 
deem ongoing reflection as a determinant of their practices (Barton, 2005; Grant & 
Gradwell, 2009).  However, what such teachers focus their reflections on, how they 
respond to theory-practice tensions, and the understandings derived from them remains 
largely unexplored in the literature, an important oversight when considering that the 
contents of teachers’ reflections are more integral to their expertise than whether they are 
reflective or not (Giamo-Ballard & Hyatt, 2012; Silcock, 1994; Zeichner, 2007).  
Although the research related to the reflections of inquiry-oriented history teachers has 
shed some light on what history teachers think about when reflecting on their work, there 
remain important gaps in this body of research as well. 
The majority of studies related to history teachers’ reflections neither feature nor 
investigate the normally tacit, day-to-day reflections typical of practicing secondary 
history teachers.  Most studies were the products of highly systematic research 
documented and studied over time, the likes of which require time and space not 
normally privileged to practicing teachers (Erickson, 1986; Ohanian, 1985).  Indeed 
many of these studies or narratives, while indicative of their authors’ time spent as school 
history teachers, were written by them long after-the-fact and, in many cases, after they 
had become (or resumed their role as) university-based researchers.  As such, the 
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research lacks an important connection to the reflections most frequented by inquiry-
oriented school history teachers. 
 This research gap is also compounded by a lack of studies that use video-
stimulated recall (VSR) as a methodology for stimulating history teachers’ reflections.  
VSR is a useful tool for helping teachers more accurately explicate the reflective 
inquiries resulting from and embedded within their practice (Ethel & McMeniman, 2000; 
Sturtz & Hessberg, 2012).  Although a few studies have used VSR to examine 
accomplished teaching in secondary mathematics, science, and English (Meade & 
McMeniman, 1992; Muir, 2010; Plaut, 2006), the methodology has rarely been utilized to 
study history teachers, let alone those who teach from an inquiry-based model.  This 
methodological oversight is corroborated by several reviews of research on history 
teaching, which make no mention of VSR’s use in studying history teachers (Barton & 
Avery, 2016; Paxton & Wineburg, 2000; VanSledright & Limón, 2006; Wilson, 2001; 
Wineburg, 1996).  By using VSR to examine what inquiry-oriented history teachers think 
about while reflecting-in and on-practice, I hope to represent more accurately and better 
understand the nature of reflective history teaching. 
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CHAPTER 3: RESEARCH METHODS 
  
In this chapter, I explain my research questions along with the use of video-
stimulated recall (VSR) as an appropriate methodology for answering these questions.  I 
then describe the design of the study, which details the research setting, sampling 
procedures, participants, and my role as a researcher.  The chapter concludes with a 
description of how I collected and analyzed my data. 
Focus of the Study 
 This study investigated the process and contents of inquiry-oriented history 
teachers’ reflections during and after an inquiry-based unit of study.  My primary aim 
was to study and make sense of how history teachers perceive, learn from, and respond to 
problems of practice through reflection as they teach through an inquiry approach.   
 
Research Questions 
The central research questions driving the study were the following: 
1. Upon what do history teachers focus their reflections during and after an inquiry-
based unit of study? 
2. How do they frame and respond to theory-practice tensions? 
3. What understandings or plans of action, if any, are derived from their reflections? 
These questions were addressed through an interpretive, multiple-case study design (Yin, 
2009).  Through analyses of observations and teacher interview transcripts from a series 
of VSR sessions, I explored how inquiry-oriented history teachers in an urban district 
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reflect in and on their practice while guiding students through an inquiry-based unit of 
study.   
 
Qualitative Research and Video-Stimulated Recall Methodology 
 The nature of my research questions necessitated qualitative research methods.  
McMillan and Schumacher (2010) wrote that qualitative researchers seek to “reconstruct 
reality from the standpoint of participant perspectives, as the participants they are 
studying see it” (p. 322).  Often the goal of qualitiative research is to understand how 
different people construct meaning from experiencing the same event.  Alexandersson 
(1994) noted reflection’s central purpose similarly lies in trying to grasp the essential 
meaning of something.  In this study, my main intention was to capture and understand 
how inquiry-oriented history teachers make sense of their practice during and after an 
instructional unit.   
 Qualitative methods were also well-suited for this study on account of the 
contextual nature of teaching.  Wilson and Wineburg (1993) argued that for history 
teaching to be understood, it “cannot be judged apart from the time and place in which it 
is situated” (p. 756).  Along these same lines, others have argued teaching expertise to be 
nontransferrable from one school to the next (Lampert & Clark, 1990; LaSalle, 2015).  
Context sensitivity in particular is a key characteristic of qualitative research (McMillan 
& Schumacher, 2010).  The assumption here is that people’s actions are strongly 
influenced by their social surroundings and that any study or explanation of behavior that 
fails to take this into account is incomplete.  Qualitative methods were ideal for studying 
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history teachers’ reflections in their particular schools.            
 The use of video-stimulated recall (VSR) methodology in this study added 
another benefit to understanding teachers’ reflections.  VSR has long been utilized in 
studies on teachers’ thinking as a means for inviting teachers to reflect on their practice 
(Kane, Sandretto, & Heath, 2002; Stough, 2001).  Its procedures involve replaying video-
recorded segments of classroom practice to teachers during interviews in order to help 
them reconstruct, articulate, and critique the knowledge underlying their classroom 
decisions.  Lyle (2003) described VSR as ideal for studying cognition in contexts 
characterized by uncertainty.  Moreover, Reitano (2006) noted VSR helps minimize 
superficial self-representations by directly confronting teachers with their actions.  For 
these reasons, VSR was best suited for my research questions, which were centered on 
teachers’ reflections-in and -on action.   
As a practitioner, I found tremendous value in VSR on account of its educational 
potential for participants.  Though not intended as professional development, the use of 
VSR methodology has resulted in informants reporting significant changes in their beliefs 
and practices after participating in the research (Clark, 1988; Cutrim Schmid, 2011; 
Postholm, 2008; Westerman, 1991).  By providing space for and asking teachers to 
reflect on their classroom practice and explicate their tacit practical knowledge, this study 
further positioned them as researchers within their own practical contexts, providing them 
opportunities to generate new and useful knowledge for future instructional situations.  
At the conclusion of the study, all participants reported the study helped them 
professionally.  One teacher—Kati—even described how during member checking, 
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reading her interview transcripts was a “gift” because it made her all the more conscious 
of her growth as a teacher (Field notes, June 1, 2016).  As I discuss in subsequent 
chapters, in some cases the study even had an effect on teachers’ reflections-in-action.   
 
Research Design 
 To explore how inquiry-oriented history teachers reflect on their practice, I 
employed a multiple-case design (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010; Yin, 2009).  Yin 
described case study research as a form of empirical inquiry that “investigates a 
contemporary phenomenon in depth and within its real-life context” (p. 18).  Through the 
use of interviews, observations, and artifacts, such studies seek to develop rich 
descriptions and interpretations of the phenomenon in question.  In a multiple-case study, 
more than one example or setting is used, each of which are considered a case.  This 
design was ideal for studying the reflections of individual history teachers teaching 
inquiry-based units, while also paying mind to the phenomenon as it appeared across a 
number of settings within their school district.    
The District Setting    
This study was situated in an urban Title I district in Massachusetts that serves 
nearly 60,000 students, the demographics of which are: Hispanic (41%), Black (36%), 
White (13%), Asian (8%), and Other/Multiracial (1%).  Of these students, 78% are 
eligible to receive free and reduced-priced meals and 44% speak a language other than 
English as their first language.  20% of students are also enrolled in special education 
programs.  On average, around 65% of entering freshmen graduate in 4 years while 15% 
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of students drop out of school.  At the secondary level, student scores on state tests 
usually fall 15–30% short of state averages.  However, according to a report issued by the 
Council of the Great City Schools (2013), students in the district generally perform better 
than students in comparable cities nationwide.  During the 2014–2015 school year, the 
district employed over 4,400 teachers, over 75% of whom were listed as highly qualified 
and licensed in their area of specialization.  Teacher demographics during the 2014–2015 
school year were: White (62%), Black (21%), Hispanic (10%), Asian (6%), and Other 
(1%).  
This particular district was an ideal setting for this study for three reasons.  First, 
students, especially those of color and in poverty, are not receiving high quality social 
studies education (National Council for the Social Studies, 2013).  Urban schools in 
particular remain among the places most likely to feature traditional, unengaging history 
teaching practices (Levstik, 2008; VanSledright, 2011).  My aim was to bypass a deficit 
view of history teaching in urban schools and instead highlight instances of what was 
possible in a typical urban and public school context, and this district allowed the growth 
of such teaching.  A second consideration concerned the probability of sampling 
reflective teachers. When research highlights exceptional teachers who are able to cope 
with and overcome the many challenges of working within an urban public school 
district, reflectiveness is commonly cited as a determining component of their practice 
(Gehrke, 2005; Howard, 2003; Ladson-Billings, 1994/2009, 2008).  Therefore, I wanted 
to find among the many district history teachers some examples of reflective teaching so 
that they would serve to encourage more reflection in teaching in other urban districts.  
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Third, this district was where I had taught history for six years, and I hoped that my 
insider status would help me gain access and allow me to analyze and interpret with extra 
insight. 
History curriculum and testing in the district.   Since 2003, the primary history 
curriculum document in the district has been the Massachusetts History and Social 
Science Curriculum Frameworks (Massachusetts Department of Education [MDE], 
2003).  The frameworks in secondary history (grades 8–12) are broken into five 
courses—US History I and II; and World History I–III—three of which students must 
pass in order to graduate from high school.  The key concept and skill goals for 
secondary history courses include students being able to identify multiple ways to express 
time relationships and dates, distinguish historical fact from opinion, and interpret the 
past within its own historical context.  Anywhere between 30 and 50 content standards 
compromise the curriculum for each history course.  Presented in outline form, the 
standards largely emphasize a list of names, places, dates, and events within a 
chronological period (see Table 3.1).    
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Table 3.1.  
Examples of Secondary History Content Standards in Massachusetts Frameworks 
Course Standards 
World 
History II: 
1800–2001 
WHII.5  Identify the causes of the Industrial Revolution 
WHII.18  Summarize the major events and consequences of World War I. 
U.S. 
History I: 
1763–1877 
USI.1  Explain the political and economic factors that contributed to the 
American Revolution. 
USI.24  Describe the election of 1828, the importance of Jacksonian 
democracy, and Jackson’s actions as President. 
U.S. 
History II: 
1877–2001 
USII.8  Analyze the origins of Progressivism and important Progresive 
leaders, and summarize the major accomplishments of Progressivism. 
USII.26  Describe the accomplishments of the civil rights movement.  
Source: MDE, 2003 
 
Between 2003 and 2011, the influence of the frameworks and content standards 
was evident in the history exams taken by students throughout the district.  The exams, 
created by district leaders and administered by teachers midway through and at the end of 
each year, were devoid of any document analysis and followed a familiar multiple-choice 
and open-response essay format.  In most cases, the multiple-choice questions assessed 
students’ retention of historical facts, while open-response essay prompts assessed 
students’ abilities to recall and explain said facts in expository fashion.   
In anticipation of Massachusetts fully implementing the Common Core State 
Standards (CCSS) and its accompanying Partnership for Assessment of Readiness for 
College and Careers (PARCC) exam for the 2014–2015 school year (Common Core 
State Standards Initiative, 2010), the district history exams underwent a shift in focus at 
the beginning of the 2012–2013 school year (see Table 3.2).  The new exam, co-created 
by district teacher leaders and modeled after the English language arts portion of the 
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PARCC exam, largely followed the same multiple-choice/writing format.  Its focus, 
however, was more noticeably on students’ historical thinking skills and the CCSS 
expectations around close reading and analysis of non-fiction texts.   Students are now 
presented with 4 primary and/or secondary sources all of which they must use to answer 
8 multiple-choice questions and 1 writing task.   For example, the multiple-choice 
questions now charge students to draw conclusions from an analysis of several given 
documents.  The writing task, while similar, differs by grade.  Students in grades 6–8 are 
given a list of possible claims about their set of documents and asked to identify which 
claims are strongest, identify evidence that would correctly support those claims, and 
explain in one paragraph their reasoning for connecting the evidence with those claims.  
Students in grades 9–11 are tasked with writing an original claim and using their 
historical knowledge and evidence from all or some of the documents to support their 
claim in an essay. 
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Table 3.2.  
Differences in district history exams: Pre- and Post-Common Core Adoption Examples 
Question 
Types 
Pre-Common Core Adoption 
(2003–2011) 
Post-Common Core Adoption 
(2012–present) 
Multiple-
Choice 
During the Revolutionary 
War  
a. the British defeated the 
French  
b. the North defeated the 
South 
c. the American colonists 
fought the British for 
independence 
d. the American colonists 
fought the French for 
independence  
Looking at Document A, what was most likely 
Churchill’s purpose in making this speech?  
a. His purpose was to motivate his audience to 
join together and defeat the enemy despite the 
costs.  
b. His purpose was to persuade the United 
States to enter the war and join forces with 
the British.  
c. His purpose was to explain the reasons why 
the British were fighting a war against 
Germany. 
d. His purpose was to assure Britain’s allies that 
he was up to the task of leading the war 
effort. 
Essay 
Prompts 
What was ONE specific issue 
which was debated at the 
Constitutional Convention of 
1787 and how was it 
resolved?   
Background: Representatives 
at the Constitutional 
Convention of 1787 debated a 
number of important issues 
including how states would be 
represented in Congress, how 
the president should be 
elected, and how should slaves 
be counted.   
Tasks:  
Choose ONE of the important 
issues identified above. 
a. Briefly explain the issue. 
b. Identify and explain in 
detail two different positions 
that were presented on the 
issue at the Constitutional 
Convention.   
c.  Explain how this issue was 
resolved 
9th Grade Version Prompt:  
How is the style and substance of Churchill’s 
leadership different from that of Chamberlain? In 
your answer address both the tone and approach 
both Prime Ministers took when discussing 
Britain’s relationship with Nazi Germany.  
 
The following question is based on the 
accompanying documents and your knowledge of 
history. The prompt is designed to test your 
ability to apply several historical thinking skills 
simultaneously, including historical 
argumentation, use of relevant historical 
evidence, contextualization and synthesis. Your 
response should be based on your analysis of the 
documents and your knowledge of the topic.  
 
Create a well-integrated essay that does the 
following:  
1. States an appropriate claim that directly 
addresses all parts of the question.  
2. Supports the claim or an appropriate argument 
with evidence from all or all but one of the 
documents AND your knowledge of history. 
Source:  District Website (Withheld to maintain anonymity) 
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District exam results, including history, are not made public and are primarily 
used by the district to help place students in appropriate summer programs and 
acceleration academies.  The exam’s effect on students’ ability to graduate is also 
minimal, as teachers have the option of using the exams for grading purposes so long as 
the mid-year exam counts for no more than 20% of a student’s semester grade and the 
end-of-year exam no more than 20% of a student’s final grade.  Finally, the extent to 
which the exams are mandatory for students depends on their particular school’s 
performance, which Massachusetts rates on a five-level scale—Level 1 being the highest 
and Level 5 the lowest.  These ratings are calculated through an analysis of four-year 
trends in schools’ dropout and graduation rates as well as their overall growth on the 
Massachusetts Comprehensive Assessment System (MCAS), a series of high-stakes tests 
administered in the 9th and 10th grades in math, science, and ELA.  Schools classified as 
Level 4 or 5 denotes schools that have not shown signs of improvement and are referred 
to as “turnaround schools,” schools required to undergo an accelerated, state-assisted 
process for improvement within three years.  Level 4 and Level 5 schools are required to 
administer all district exams.  For all Level 1 and Level 2 schools, and some Level 3 
schools, the exams are optional, the assumption being that students in higher performing 
schools are not perceived as likely to have trouble on the MCAS and upcoming PARCC 
exams. 
Sampling  
 The participants were first recruited through reputational sampling (McMillan & 
Schumacher, 2010).  Using a set of brief criteria derived from the literature (see 
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Appendix A), I began by soliciting two key informants to identify any U.S. or World 
history teachers they believed to exemplify inquiry-based practices.  The informants 
consisted of a former district history coach and the Director of History and Social Studies 
for the district at the time. I knew them to have extensive exposure to and knowledge of 
most of the history teachers employed throughout the district at the time.  I received a list 
of eleven teachers from my informants.  I e-mailed each teacher to see if she or he was 
interested in participating (see Appendix B).  Additionally, I contacted three teachers 
whose teaching beliefs I knew were inquiry-oriented from having spent time with them 
during my tenure in the district.  Finally, I contacted five history teachers who were 
publically recognized by the district as teacher leaders and instructional resource 
specialists for their grade level.  Of the teachers I contacted, four got back to me and 
volunteered to be in the study.  
 The final selection of participants was purposeful.  The logic and power of 
purposeful sampling derives from its emphasis on in-depth understanding and can lead to 
the development of information-rich cases, “those from which one can learn a great deal 
about issues of central importance to the purpose of the research” (Patton, 2002, p. 46).  
My purposeful sampling decisions were guided by the following criteria: teachers’ 
observed practices generally being reflective and teachers’ use of inquiry-based curricula.  
Given the small number of candidates, I opted not to base any of my sampling decisions 
on demographics such as gender, race, age, or years of teaching experience.  
 I began the decision-making process by discussing the purpose of the study with 
each candidate, either in person or over the phone.  During these conversations, I probed 
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and took note of each teacher’s experiences with using inquiry questions to frame their 
units.  Each candidate was gracious enough to share some curricular materials with me, 
which I later analyzed using Grant’s (2013) broad criteria for “compelling” unit 
questions.  I then negotiated with each teacher a time to observe and debrief his or her 
instruction.  My intention during these observations was to see if teachers generally fit 
the profile of a reflective history teacher.  I used the criteria in Appendix A during 
observations not as a checklist but as a guide in what to look for.  Knowing full well that 
it was not realistic to expect that all or many of the criteria would be met in a single 
lesson, I met with each teacher during their next open period to get a sense of their 
thinking about the observed lesson.  Things I paid attention to included the extent to 
which teachers were critical of their lessons and their attention to student thinking.  I 
recorded my impressions in a field journal shortly after each meeting.  After discussing 
my impressions with my dissertation advisor, I decided that all four candidates were 
eligible for the study, sought and obtained their permission (see Appendix C), and 
negotiated with each teacher times to observe and interview them about an upcoming 
inquiry-based unit of their choice.       
I also went through an extensive process to obtain consent from the district’s 
office of data and accountability.  This included submitting a draft of my research 
proposal and a letter seeking permission to videotape the teachers.  In this letter, 
assurances were given that the filmed footage was a stimulant, not the object, of my data 
collection.  Once I received a letter of approval from the district, I visited with the 
principals of the teachers to obtain their permission in writing as well.  To maintain the 
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anonymity of the district and the study’s participants, the documents referenced here have 
not been placed in the appendices.   
Overview of Participants and School Contexts    
 The participants for this study included three experienced secondary history 
teachers and one experienced secondary humanities teacher.  The teachers worked in four 
different types of high schools: a traditional district school, an exam school, an 
innovation school, and a pilot school. Pilot and innovation schools are part of the district 
but typically have more autonomy over staffing, budget, governance, and curriculum than 
traditional schools.  Pilot schools are meant to serve as models of educational innovation 
and research sites whereas innovation schools are “underperforming” schools currently in 
the midst of transformations in leadership and faculty.  Exam schools require students 
pass a national entrance exam to gain admission.  Table 3.3 briefly describes each 
teacher’s background and school context. 
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Table 3.3.  
Brief Description of Participants and School Contexts1 
Participant  Background and 
Experience 
School Context  Grade and Subject Taught, 
Question(s) for Observed Unit 
James Brady White male in early 40s. 
Earned a B.A. in history 
and M.Ed. in special 
education and currently 
working towards his 
Ed.D. 11 years of 
experience. 
 
Newbury Academy, 
a Level 3 traditional 
high school of 400 
students with no 
admission 
requirements and 
substantially 
separate classrooms  
 
9th Grade, U.S. History I 
1763–1865 
 
Unit Q(s): Whose “More 
Perfect Union?” 
 
 
Kati Jones White female in mid 30s.  
Earned a B.A. in 
International Relations 
and M.Ed. in Social 
Studies Ed. through an 
alternative teacher prep. 
program, and student-
taught under my 
mentorship in 2011. 5 
years of experience. 
 
Arts and Humanities 
Academy, a Level 3 
Pilot school serving 
400 students with a 
performance 
audition required for 
admission and full-
inclusion 
classrooms. 
9th Grade, Humanities I 
 
Unit Q(s): How important is it 
to remember slavery?  How 
has your life been informed by 
the past? 
 
 
Bill Costa White male in early 60s. 
Worked as a public 
policy lawyer for many 
years before changing 
careers an earning an 
M.Ed. in Social Studies 
Ed. through an alternative 
urban teacher prep. 
program. 9 years of 
experiences. 
 
Hannahford High, a 
Level 4 Innovation-
Vocational school 
serving 1100 
students with no 
admission 
requirements and 
full-inclusion 
classrooms.   
10th Grade, U.S. History II 
1865–Present 
 
Unit Q(s): Was the New Deal 
a success or Failure? 
 
 
Brianna 
Rawls 
White female in her late 
30s. National Board 
Certified, Earned her 
B.A. in literature and 
history and was an 
alumni of the school she 
was teaching at the time 
of the study.  14 years of 
experience. 
Greenborough High 
School, a full-
inclusion Level 1 
school serving 1600 
students with 
admission based on 
entrance exam scores 
and grade point 
average. 
9th Grade, U.S. History I 
1763–1865 
 
Unit Q(s): To what extent do 
the views of Alexander 
Hamilton and Thomas 
Jefferson validate William 
Hastie’s view of democracy? 
 																																																								
1 All teacher-participants, students, and schools were assigned pseudonyms  
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Researcher Role and Positionality 
 Interpretive case study research necessitates that I clarify my role as a researcher 
and explicate the biases and beliefs I brought to the collection and interpretation of data 
(Patton, 2002; Unluer, 2012).  My role throughout this study was that of a “partial 
insider” in that I shared an occupational history with my participants while remaining 
somewhat detached from them as well (Greene, 2014).  At the time of data collection, I 
was on educational leave from my position in the district, where I had taught U.S. history 
for six years.  These years of experience afforded me a special insider’s view into the 
complexities of teaching history through inquiry in this particular setting, which as 
Argyris (1968) would argue, positioned me as appropropriate person to conduct this 
research.  My interest in this study stemmed from the many cognitive, institutional, and 
collegial challenges I faced in trying to engage fellow history teachers in meaningful 
reflective dialogue while employed in the district.  As a budding teacher educator and 
member of the district’s history teaching community, it was my hope that by engaging in 
such dialogue with participants, I would better understand the positive role reflection 
plays in inquiry-based history teaching and be better equipped to create space for and 
engage others in similar discussions. 
 At the same time, my experience as a history teacher was as much a possible 
hindrance to this study as it was an asset.  While the ill effects of one’s biases is a 
concern of all researchers, Greene (2014) advised that in cases where the researcher has 
intimate experience with the topic under study, they must “be wary of projecting [their] 
views onto participants, or the data analysis” (p. 4).  From my time as a history teacher in 
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the district, I had developed an image of what constituted good history teaching in my 
particular school and classroom context.  Moreover in some cases, I had experience with 
classroom activities similar to those used by my participants.  Accordingly, I worked 
diligently to monitor my pedagogical biases when confronted with teaching practices and 
beliefs that differed from my own.  Indeed some observations provoked strong emotional 
reactions, upon which I recorded them in a field journal and when possible, discussed 
them with my dissertation advisor.    
 The extent of my participation in this study did not vary significantly.  For the 
most part, I acted as an onlooker observer and was not actively involved in teachers’ 
planning or instruction (Patton, 2002).  During classroom observations, I remained seated 
quietly to the side of or in the back of the room.  This afforded me an appropriate angle 
for video-recording the lesson while limiting my interactions with the teacher and 
students.  On occasion the boundaries between my position as an onlooker and a more 
active participant were blurred.  During some of the VSR interviews that immediately 
followed each lesson, participants solicited my thoughts on their lessons.  While initially 
hesitant to oblige them, ultimately, I was not comfortable withholding from them the 
practical advice they sought and recorded my reactions to these unexpected moments in 
my field journal.  Additionally, I interpreted their asking of feedback as evidence of the 
necessary relationship I was trying to cultivate.  As Patton advocated, my aim as an 
interviewer was to establish a rapport between teachers and myself in such a way that did 
not undermine my neutrality concerning the content of what they shared with me.  By 
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doing so, I hoped to help teachers to feel comfortable reflecting on their classroom 
practices in an honest way, affording me the best possible access to their perspectives.   
Data Collection 
 The data for this study was collected in three phases between the months of 
February and May during participants’ 2014–2015 academic year.  The data sources 
included: semi-structured and open-ended interviews (including VSR sessions), 
classroom observations during a unit of study, and classroom artifacts.  For a list of all 
data sources, see Table 3.4.  
 
Table 3.4.  
Data Sources 
Data Source Description Frequency Per Participant Totals  
Interviews 
(Non-VSR) 
45–90 minute interviews 1 before observations, 1 
after observations 
2 x 4 
participants = 8 
VSR 
Interviews 
45–90 minute interviews 
w/ video playback of 
teachers’ lessons  
3 for each unit 3 x 4 
participants = 
12 
Video-
Recorded 
Observations 
45–60 minute classroom 
observations 
James – 4 
Bill – 3 
Kati – 4 
Brianna – 3 
14 
Classroom 
Artifacts 
All lesson plans (if 
written), handouts, and 
assessments related to 
observed units 
Varied Varied 
 
 Phase 1. Phase 1 of data collection took place prior to my observations and VSR 
interviews and consisted of one forty-five to ninety minute, semi-structured interview 
with each participant. This interview served two purposes.  First, I wanted to get a sense 
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of all of the participants’ professional and educational histories as well as their beliefs 
regarding history education, how students learn history, and how they saw themselves as 
teachers.  Table 3.5 shows examples of some questions that guided this interview (see 
Appendix C for all interview protocols).  Additionally, the interview placed an emphasis 
on each participant’s vision in teaching.  Hammerness (2006) described teacher’s vision 
as a set of idealized (but believed to be tangible) images of their own classroom practices.  
Teachers’ visions can act as a sort of “measuring stick” (p. 7) that enables them to reflect 
on how far their current practice is from where they want it to be.  With teachers’ 
reflections being the main focus of the study, I wanted participants early on to be 
conscious of their vision so that when asked to reflect later on, I would have at my 
disposal transcripts of their vision from this interview if I thought they needed reminding 
or were teaching in ways contradictory to their stated goals.   
 
Table 3.5.  
Examples of Questions from Phase 1 Interview Protocol 
Categories Questions 
K–12 
Educational 
History 
How have your experiences as a student affected you as a teacher? 
Please describe your experiences as a student of history in elementary 
and secondary schools. 
 
Curriculum, 
Instruction, 
& Learning 
How do you think students learn history best? 
Can you tell me how you go about planning units, lessons, or questions? 
What are your thoughts on assessment (formative and summative) as it 
pertains to history? 
  
 The second purpose of this initial interview was to help participants become more 
familiar and comfortable with the VSR process.  Sabar (1994) wrote that research on 
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teachers’ thinking comes with considerable risks for informants because it socializes the 
reflective process.  Reitano (2006) also cautioned that, in the absence of a rapport 
between participants and the researcher, the VSR experience can be highly stressful for 
teachers and may actually damage their preparedness to report and reflect on their 
thinking.  Therefore, a portion of my time with participants during this session was 
devoted to disclosing my research objectives and explaining the VSR method, it’s 
possible benefits to them, and the types of questions I would be asking during the VSR 
sessions. The point of these discussions was to engender trust and show that these 
interviews would be a series of reflective conversations (Kim & Silver, 2016), not 
teaching critiques or coaching sessions.  
Phase 2.  Phase 2 of data collection took place over the entirety of one teacher-
selected inquiry-based unit of study for each teacher and consisted of observations of 
teachers’ lessons, collection of classroom artifacts, and VSR interviews.  Given the 
complex nature of the VSR method in addition to my inexperience with the method, I 
completed a practice run with an experienced history teacher prior to my sessions with 
participants.  I then met with my dissertation advisor to discuss the practice session, later 
making revisions to my VSR interview protocol.      
Observations and classroom artifacts.  The number of times I observed 
participants’ classrooms varied according to the length of their selected units and ranged 
between three and five lessons per teacher.  Each observation lasted anywhere from forty-
five to sixty minutes.  For the purpose of the interviews that followed, three lessons from 
each observed unit were recorded using a high-definition video camera.  While the 
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observed behaviors of teachers were not the focus of the study, these recorded 
observations provided necessary context for the reflective interviews that followed 
shortly after.  In addition, the observations allowed me to witness first-hand each 
teacher’s instructional style, classroom layout, pedagogical choices, and rapport with 
students.  This helped me gain an initial understanding of their practices while better 
preparing me for the post-observation VSR interviews (see Appendix E for observation 
protocol). 
Even though the observations were video-recorded, I took extensive field notes 
during each lesson as well.  Specifically, these were running notes of instances where I 
believed the teacher to have encountered a problem or made a thoughtful adjustment—
observations I could question each participant about later during VSR interviews.  Other 
aspects of teachers’ practices, such as the classroom set-up, topic of the lesson, and 
conversations between the teacher and students, were noted later as the videos gave me 
repeated access to each lesson. 
I also collected most of the classroom artifacts related to each teacher’s selected 
unit.  These included classroom handouts, PowerPoint presentations, homework 
assignments, lesson plans (if formally written), and assessments.  Like the observations, 
these artifacts provided necessary context for the teacher reflections that followed.  The 
artifacts also provided insight into the types of materials used by the teacher, the type of 
thinking that is expected of students, and the overall goals and structure of the observed 
units.  These artifacts were at times used to stimulate thinking during the VSR interviews. 
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VSR interviews.  For every video-recorded lesson, each teacher was interviewed 
during a VSR session, in most cases, the afternoon following the class in a place chosen 
by the teacher.  In the event that unexpected school or personal issues interfered with this 
time, alternative times and places were negotiated with each teacher.  Interviews lasted 
from forty-five to ninety minutes, were audio-recorded, and later transcribed.  The VSR 
interviews stimulated teachers’ reflections by confronting them with their practices, 
allowing me access to how they thought about and evaluated their work in addition to 
their reasoning in cases where they were reflecting-in-action.  Using modified VSR 
interview protocols developed by Ethel and McMenniman (2000) and Westerman (1991), 
the format of these interviews was largely open-ended and conducted in two parts. 
 Prior to viewing the video of the recently observed lesson, participants were asked 
to reflect upon their objectives and influences for the observed lesson in addition to how 
they went about their planning and preparation for it (Ethel & McMeniman, 2000).  
Reitano (2006) noted that in some cases it may be useful to allow participants to quickly 
preview the video before being asked to comment on it in order to decrease the likelihood 
of them being embarrassed or distracted by their physical appearance during the 
interview.  In light of these concerns, immediately following their comments on their 
objectives, I afforded each participant the option to preview the video or portions of it 
alone before viewing it with me, at least for the first VSR session.  All participants 
declined this option.  
 During the video playback, teachers were given joint control with me over 
deciding when to stop the recording in order to comment.  For guidance, I suggested they 
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stop the recording at moments in which they: (a) recalled something unexpected, (b) felt 
or feel uncertain about something, (c) made a decision, and (d) felt compelled to discuss 
something.  In these instances, I asked them to elaborate on what they were thinking 
during these selected moments or the reasoning that influenced any of their reflections-in-
action (Ethel & McMeniman, 2000).  During the viewing, I also looked for various cues 
to stop the video for discussion.  These cues included instructional transitions, questions 
from students, or instances noted from my observations where I perceived the teacher to 
have made an unexpected decision or change during the lesson.  In instances where more 
than a few minutes passed without any comment from the teacher, purposefully broad 
questions such as, “What you thinking about during the sequences you are now viewing? 
Why?” or “What are you thinking now as you watch this?” were asked.  
 One of my original research questions had been centered too generally on 
teachers’ interactive decisions, probably because I had been socialized into an 
information-processing view of research on teaching at the onset of my doctoral studies.  
As a result, my initial intention during the VSR interviews was to have each teacher 
exclusively report on what they were thinking during the lesson as opposed to the 
reflective thinking provoked from having watched the video.  The idea was for me to 
watch for instances of reflective thoughts and remind teachers that they would be given 
the opportunity to reflect on the lesson at a later time.  However, as noted in my field 
journal, my response to the administration of the first VSR interview caused me to 
reexamine this position and the research question that encouraged it.  On that day, I 
wrote: 
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I’m not quite sure if it’s reasonable to expect teachers to strictly recall their 
interactive thoughts during the viewing, as James clearly wanted to reflect on the 
lesson.  In fact, I almost feel as if having them abstain from reflecting seems to be 
in opposition to the notion of teacher agency that underpins reflection.  (Field 
notes, March 4th, 2015) 
As would have been the case had I been watching video of my own teaching, I realized 
then that most teachers could not help but reflect on and try to make sense of their lesson 
during the interview and that telling them when and when not to do so would have 
signified a shift in power to myself that would not have served the interests of teachers.  
As a result, my Phase 2 interview protocol and video-stopping cues were amended 
quickly thereafter to allow for and encourage more reflective thinking during any 
moment teachers felt compelled to do so.   
 Phase 3.  Phase 3 of data collection consisted of one closing interview per 
teacher.  These interviews were conducted at a place of participants’ choosing and lasted 
45–90 minutes. 
 Closing interview.  The final closing interview touched on a variety of topics such 
as teachers’ leftover thoughts from their VSR sessions, their perception of the VSR 
process, and reflections on their time spent in the teaching profession.  The main purpose 
of this final interview was to gain a deeper understanding of what the participant/teachers 
thought about when reflecting on his or her practice along two domains: their observed 
instructional units and their practice in relation to themselves as and the broader world.  
When discussing the observed unit, I asked the teachers to reflect on their unit’s success 
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in light of their objectives for the unit and their vision of teaching as discussed during the 
Phase 1 interviews.  Other topics discussed included questions that arose from teaching 
the unit: how or if they would teach it differently if given the chance; and what they 
learned from having taught the units. The interview concluded with discussions about 
their evolution as a teacher as well as how their practice relates to the outside world (see 
Appendix D for all prompts).  It should be noted that some of these interviews were more 
personalized and differed across participants based on aspects of their practice I did not 
initially consider during the VSR interviews or observations.  
Data Analysis 
 With the assistance of several paid undergraduate education majors, interview 
transcriptions began midway through Phase 2 of data collection and ended nearly a 
month after Phase 3 was complete.  Once the transcriptions were complete, I organized 
all of my data for each case.  The analysis was then conducted through four stages: case 
summaries, coding and preliminary assertions, thematic analysis, and cross-case analysis. 
 Case summaries.  The first stage of my analysis involved creating case 
summaries for the individual cases.  Patton (2002) argued that in case study, each case 
should stand alone and be “represented and understood as an idiosyncratic manifestation 
of the phenomenon of interest” (p. 450). Given the variance of each participant’s 
background, practices, and classroom/school context, it was important for me to capture 
and understand all that the teachers brought to their reflections before coding and looking 
within and across all cases for patterns and themes.  To create each case summary, I 
carefully read through all Phase 1 data sources and viewed all video-recorded 
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observations several times and took notes.  From these notes, an introductory narrative of 
each participant was created and organized along the following sections: background and 
classroom-school context, educational beliefs, and curriculum and instruction.  The 
narratives for the teachers precede my reporting on their reflections-on-practice in 
Chapter 4.   
 Coding.  The second stage of analysis involved coding all interview transcripts 
separately for each individual case.  Data coding entails the assigning of meaning to 
segments of data that can be understood in isolation (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). 
While carefully reading through the interview transcripts for each case, I initially coded 
the data using a scheme derived from my research questions and sections of my literature 
review (e.g., Reflection-on-action, Reflections-in-action, Students, Big Ideas).  As I read 
through data segments, I asked myself: “What is this about? What word or words 
describe it? What were the participants talking about?” (p. 371).  Using a qualitative 
analysis software program, preliminary answers to these questions guided my cataloguing 
of initial codes.  Concurrently, I maintained a coding journal, routinely noting specific 
codes I found problematic or needing to be renamed or merged with other codes.    
Once initial coding of each case concluded, hierarchical coding charts were 
created (see Figure 3.1 for example).  Over the course of several weeks, these charts, the 
initial codes within them, and questions from my coding journal were discussed with my 
dissertation advisors to help establish a level of intercoder reliability and help decide 
which codes were most important and warranted revisiting.  From these discussions, I 
was able to revise, combine, or eliminate various codes and their meanings as well as to 
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begin (re)indexing all code definitions in hierarchical fashion (see Appendix F for entire 
coding dictionary).  Once satisfied with my coding scheme, all similar codes were 
grouped into larger categories. 
 
Figure 3.1 
Example of Preliminary Hierarchical Coding Chart     
 
  
Thematic analysis.  In the third stage of analysis, each case was subjected to 
thematic (or pattern) analysis (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010; Patton, 2002).  Content 
analysis refers to any attempt to discover the core meanings and patterns within 
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qualitative data.  After careful examination of all coded data, I looked for themes within 
the individual cases.  This process was circular in that it involved moving back and forth 
among coded data, categories, and tentative themes for purposes of refinement and 
confirmation until I had reached the point of saturation.  The process of establishing 
evidentiary warrant for themes first began with generating and testing assertions from the 
coded data.  Guided by the work of Erickson (1986), I generated a number of assertions 
for each case and then broke them down into subassertions and stored them in a table (see 
Table 3.6 for an example).  Afterwards, I looked for linkages between all of my data 
sources for each assertion and subassertion.  Erickson (1986) wrote that the strongest 
assertions “are those that have the most strings attached to them, across the widest 
possible range of sources and kinds of data” (p. 148).  In the case of this study which 
focused on reflection and mainly relied on interview data, this meant an assertion that 
could be linked to several interviews. 
 
Table 3.6 
Examples of Subassertions and Data Linkages in Individual Cases 
Subassertion Data Sources 
Brianna is very mindful of her biases, even troubled by 
them, but copes with this by deferring to her greater 
purposes for teaching  
 
Phase 2 Interview 2 
James thinks deeply about or is “puzzled” by what it 
means or how to frame history to students who have 
been marginalized, especially in cases where the topic 
deals with issues relevant to their backgrounds 
 
Phase 1 Interview; Phase 2 
Interview 1; Phase 3 Interview 
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 At the same time, Braun and Clark (2006) explained that markers of theme 
frequency across a data set do not necessarily mean the theme is of any significance.  For 
example, the extent to which a theme captures something relevant to the study’s research 
questions, they argue, is one criterion that researchers must consider.  Indeed some 
themes, even those that appeared across the data set, were discarded because upon further 
consideration, they did not appear to be relevant to my research questions.  Patton (2002) 
also wrote that a theme’s “substantive signficance” (p. 466) lies in determining not just 
what is of signficance to the researcher but also what is significant to participants and 
possible readers.  As an outside researcher studying teachers’ reflections, I tried to be 
especially mindful of what was significant to participants.  Some themes, for example, 
appeared infrequently throughout the data corpus but were nonetheless deemed 
significant because I inferred them to be meaningful to teachers.  Along these same lines, 
in thinking about the potential audience of this study—preservice and inservice 
history/social studies teachers, social studies teacher educators—I included some themes 
on account of their possible value to others, even if they appeared infrequently.   
 Cross-case analysis.  In the fourth and final stage of analysis, the findings from 
each individual case were aggregated through a cross-case analysis using the work of 
Stake (2006) as a guide.  Similar to my analysis in stage three, this process entailed me 
searching for assertions and grounding them in evidence, except this time across the 
quintain (cases as a whole).  To help with this process, I used modified versions of 
worksheets created by Stake (Worksheets 2, 4, 5A, 6).  I began by carefully revisiting the 
data and assertions from the individual cases.  From there, I generated cross-case themes, 
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which I recorded in Worksheet 2.  Afterwards, each theme was listed in a column in 
Worksheet 4 and connected to evidence from the individual cases (see example in Table 
3.7).  Additionally on this worksheet, I rated the usefuleness of the individual cases’ 
evidence for developing each theme.  As Stake suggested, the ratings were done on a 
three-point scale (H=high, M=middling, L=low).  
 
Table 3.7 
Example from Worksheet 4: Utility of Cases to Cross-Case Themes 
Theme Case of James Case of Bill Case of Kati Case of Brianna 
Tension 
between 
Teachers’ 
Values and 
Practice 
H 
 
Evidence: 
Students 
ahistorical 
thinking and his 
value of context; 
Identity as SPED 
teacher and his 
use of pronouns; 
Vision as a 
facilitator and 
the needs of his 
students  
H 
 
Evidence: 
Students use of evidence 
and overly emotional 
arguments and Bill’s 
lawyer experience and 
value of college literacy 
and social studies as 
preparation for civic life 
 
H 
 
Evidence: 
Students’ clinging to 
pre-existing beliefs 
and Kati’s value of 
“uncomfortable 
spaces”; Cynicism of 
sources; Participation 
disparity by race in 
class, focus on big 
idea 
H 
 
Evidence: Lack of 
cognitive 
engagement with 
students and her 
value of struggle and 
democracy; focus on 
big ideas; Value of 
relationships and 
why she was so 
upset about the 
Johnny situation  
Symmetry 
between 
Teachers’ 
Values and 
Practice 
M 
 
Evidence: 
Feeling that some 
students were 
now more 
interested in the 
subject; that 
students like 
Jayden were 
opening up to 
students  
H 
 
Evidence: 
Feeling that some students 
worked well with others, 
had developed their 
argumentative skills, and 
were beginning to see how 
government is connected 
to their lives; 
Gratification that some 
students felt safe enough 
to share their opinions 
and participate in the 
debate; Increased 
engagement 
H 
 
Evidence: Feeling that 
she had “disturbed” 
and “comforted” 
students; that some 
students had real 
ownership over their 
work, that they had 
discovered it on their 
own 
M 
 
Evidence:  
Students beginning 
to understand the 
unit and course “big 
ideas”; Feeling that 
students were 
making connections 
and were thinking 
deeply 
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 The next step of this process involved generating cross-case assertions, which 
Stake (2006) offers three tracks for.  Because the collective and the specific were of 
importance in this multi-case study, I opted to use Track 1.  The process began with me 
revisiting the findings of my thematic analysis and recording them in Worksheet 5A.  The 
findings were then rated again on a three-point scale with regard to their “importance for 
understanding the quintain for a particular theme” (Stake, 2006, p. 52).  To better ensure 
that I would generate cross-case assertions with extra care, I also noted on this sheet 
which case findings were atypical.  Upon review of the findings that were most highly 
rated in Worksheet 5A, I then began the task of making assertions about the quintain, 
which I recorded in Worksheet 6.  Once these assertions were recorded, I began to the 
process of refinement.  I though about about how the assertions overlapped, which 
needed to be rewritten or combined, and how the assertions would be ordered in the final 
report.   
 Finally, in planning how to report my findings, I considered the case-quintain 
dilemma posed by Stake (2006): “What is more important to understanding the 
quintain—that one thing is common to the cases or that another is dissimilar among 
them?” (p. 7).  From my analysis, I found that certain “binding concepts” (p. 8) allowed 
for me to bypass this dilemma and present the cross-case findings in a way that would 
illuminate both the general and the particular.  For example, because the process by 
which teachers reflected had much in common (Research Question 2), this allowed me to 
understand and report on and preserve the contents of teacher’s reflections individually.  
Therefore in Chapter 4, where I report on these findings, the contents of each teacher’s 
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reflections (individual case) is discussed in detail through the common process by which 
they did so (cross-case).  In Chapter 5, I report exclusively on the cross-case findings of 
the contents of their reflections.     
Integrity of the Study 
 Validity.  In qualitative research, validity refers to “the degree of congruence 
between the explanations of the phenomena and the realities of the world” (McMillan & 
Schumacher, 2010, p. 330).  Merriam (as cited in Yazan, 2015) also wrote that because 
qualitative research assumes reality to be ever-changing and multi-dimensional, a study’s 
validity is measured by the extent to which it “provides the reader with a depiction in 
enough detail to show that the author’s conclusion ‘makes sense’” (p. 147).  To enhance 
the study’s overall validity, several strategies outlined by McMillan and Schumacher 
(2010) were used.  These strategies included: (a) the confirmation of participants’ 
meanings through member checking, (b) prolonged fieldwork to allow for interim data 
analyses and the refinement of ideas, and (c) the use of video-recording to elicit accurate 
and relatively complete data.  In addition, Yazan (2015) wrote of peer examination as 
another measure to enhance the validity of a study.  During the latter stages of my 
analysis, portions of this study were submitted for review to the American Educational 
Research Association (AERA) (Martinelle, 2017).  From presenting this work at AERA’s 
annual conference, I was able to obtain feedback that strengthened my interpretation and 
reporting of data.    
 Triangulation.  As an added measure to increase the validity of the study’s 
collection and analysis of data, several forms triangulation recommended by Patton 
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(2002) and Yin (2009) were implemented.  The first, investigator triangulation, involved 
the use of multiple evaluators (Patton, 2002).  Throughout my analysis, I consulted with 
members of my dissertation committee to determine if my coding and interpretation of 
data were similar to others’ interpretations.  A second form, data triangulation, involved 
using multiple data sources.  This results of this study drew upon multiple sources of 
evidence including: both open-ended and semi-structured interviews, video-recorded 
classroom observations, and the collection of classroom artifacts.  A final strategy for 
enhancing validity derived from my purposeful selection of multiple cases.  Yin (2009) 
argued that multiple-case studies tend to be more compelling and robust than single-case 
designs on account of their results deriving from conditions that can be tested for 
replication in another context.  This allows for the researcher to discern better how each 
case compares and constrasts with one another, thereby adding nuance to each case and 
confidence to the study’s collective findings.   
 Reflexivity.  Finally, because qualitative findings are processed through and 
constructed in researchers’ minds, credible reporting of these findings necessitated 
considerable reflexivity on my part. McMillan and Schumacher (2010) defined 
reflexivity as “rigorous self-scrutiny by the researcher throughout the entire process” (p. 
332).  The point is to not deny human subjectivity but take it into account while 
conducting research.  Reflexivity reminds researchers to be attentive to the origins of 
their perspective and voice as well as the perspectives and voices of those they interview 
and those to whom they report (Patton, 2002). Being reflexive implies care, trust, and 
genuine dialogue between the inquirer, participants, and audience.   
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 To increase this study’s reflexivity, the first measure I took involved a 
preliminary meeting and interview with each participant.  During these meetings, I 
disclosed my research objectives and methodology and shared with them some of the 
questions I would be asking.  We also discussed each other’s professional histories in the 
district.  We exchanged stories about students, the schools where we had worked, and 
professional developments we had found valuable.  Through these meetings, I was able 
early on to engender trust between the participants and myself.  To further increase 
reflexivity, several self-questioning screens suggested by Patton (2002) were used and 
monitored in a field journal that I kept during my collection and analysis of data (see 
Table 3.8).  These screens were especially useful when I found teachers’ observed 
practices or reflections disagreeable or when unexpected moments caused me to revaluate 
my role as a researcher.  In such cases, I would journal my reactions and inquire into their 
origin before discussing them with my dissertation advisor.  From this self-scrutiny, I was 
able to suspend my judgement of each teacher and remind myself that the purpose of this 
study was to understand teachers’ reflections, not to evaluate or determine the direction 
of them.  When appropriate, I opted to include some of these reactions in select chapters.     
 
Table 3.8   
Examples of Reflexive Self-Questioning Screens 
Self-Reflexivity Participant Reflexivity 
What do I know? 
How do I know what I know? 
What shapes and has shaped my persepective? 
How do those studied know what they know? 
What shapes and has shaped their worldview? 
How do they perceive me, the inquirer? Why? 
How do I know? 
Source: Patton (2002). 
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Limitations    
 Although the use of VSR methodology was advantageous in understanding the 
process and contents of inquiry-oriented history teachers’ reflections, there were several 
limitations to this study, the first of which involved my influence on teachers’ reflections 
and the atypical circumstances under which they took place.  The purpose of this study 
was to understand the more tacit day-to-day reflections that urban history teachers 
typically engage in while using inquiry.  However, the opportunity for teachers to reflect 
on their practice alongside a fellow teacher like myself and with the aid of VSR is far 
from typical in urban high schools (Grossman, Wineburg, & Woolworth, 2001; Simon & 
Johnson, 2015).  Therefore, there was no way of telling if the contents of teachers’ 
reflections would have remained the same had I not socialized the process and provided 
them the space to do so. The case of Bill is particularly illustrative of this limitation, as 
some of his reflections-in-action were influenced by the practical suggestions I offered 
after one interview.   
 A second related limitation pertained to data collection and studying reflection-in-
action.  Westerman (1991) wrote that an inevitable limitation of VSR is that there is no 
way of discerning whether teachers’ self-reports reflect what they were actually thinking 
during the lesson (interactive thinking; reflection-in-action) or if they reflect what was 
thought as a result of having watched the video (reflection-on-action).  This means that 
teachers’ self-reporting of rationales during instances of reflecting-in-action could have 
represented their current thoughts about why they made that decision as opposed to what 
they were actually thinking at the time.      
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Along these same lines, several VSR interviews had to be arranged as much as 
two days after its accompanying lesson was observed and recorded, which were not good 
conditions for recalling one’s interactive thinking accurately.  Ideally, I would have been 
able to control for this limitation, but scheduling conflicts and personal issues deemed it 
necessary to postpone the interview in a few situations.   
 My third limitation pertained to the scope of the study.  Through their reflections, 
all participants were able to generate practical ideas for future situations.  However, 
because I only examined their reflections over the course of one unit, I was unable to 
follow up with them to see how or if their generated plans were put into action.  As Freire 
(1970) and Dewey (1933/1964) argued, reflection without action is impotent and 
irresponsible.  Although the use of VSR allowed me to examine instances of teachers 
reflecting-in-action, the findings of this study would have been strengthened had I 
observed each teacher over a longer period of time and was able to show a stronger 
linkage between the action plans they were developing from reflecting on their lessons 
and the practices they changed as a result.   
 The final limitation of this study concerned the limited pool from which I sampled 
participants.  As previously mentioned, of the teachers I contacted that were eligible to 
participate in this study, only four responded and expressed interest, leaving me little 
room to base my sampling decisions on any additional criteria.  For example, while all of 
the participants fit the profile of a reflective history teacher and were generally 
experienced with using inquiry and essential questions, there were discrepancies in their 
levels of experience teaching the particular unit I was observing them teach.  In addition, 
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three out of four teachers were relatively inexperienced with the essential questions they 
were using, and in some cases, their essential questions were adopted from third party 
curricula.  While this did not seem to create any major pedagogical issues, it is possible 
these discrepancies may have effected the overall focus of their reflections and their 
ability to reflect-in-action during the unit.  This potential weakness was not something 
that occurred to me until midway through data collection, and had I opted to base my 
sampling decisions on this criterion, I would have had even fewer candidates from which 
to choose.   
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CHAPTER 4: THE PROCESS OF HISTORY TEACHERS’ REFLECTIONS  
 
 
In Chapters 4 and 5, I examine the processes and contents of history teachers’ 
reflections throughout and after an inquiry-based unit.  Because the contents of teachers’ 
reflections varied across the cases, I devised an analytical framework that focused more 
generally on the common processes by which they reflected to report on the individual 
cases, which I do in this chapter.  The framework, which borrows from and builds upon 
several terms from the reflection-oriented literature on teacher burnout and coping (Burke 
& Greenglass, 1995; Peacock, Wong, & Reker, 1993; Roth & Cohen, 1986), the 
sociology of teaching (Lortie, 1975/2002), and reflective thinking and practice (Dewey, 
1933/1964; Lampert, 1999; Rogers, 2002; Schön, 1983), informed the individual case 
findings.  
I begin this chapter with a review of the dissertation’s theoretical framework of 
reflection and reflective teaching.  This is followed by a presentation and explanation of 
my analytical framework.  After explaining the framework in detail, I present the 
individual case findings.  To provide needed context for each participant’s reflections, the 
case findings are preceded by vignettes that describe:  (a) participants’ background and 
classroom-school context, (b) their educational beliefs, (c) the curricular unit they taught 
during the study, and (d) summaries of their instructional practices and reflections-in-
action derived from my video-recorded observations and video-stimulated recall (VSR) 
interviews.  After each vignette, I then report on the process and contents of their 
reflections-on-action using my analytical framework as a guide.   
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The Process of Reflecting-in and -on an Inquiry-Based Unit in Practice 
 For this dissertation I used the concepts of reflection and reflective teaching as my 
theoretical lens, both of which assume that educational practice and experience are 
endemically problematic.  Across the varying conceptions of reflective teaching, there is 
agreement that reflective teachers maintain a favorable view of uncertainty, are not easily 
swayed by short-sighted results, and are autonomous in their curricular-instructional 
decisions (Zeichner & Liston, 2014).  Likewise, the reflective process or inquiry cycle for 
teachers is generally conceptualized as a sense-making act of cognition and a reasonable 
response to problematic situations in classrooms (Alexandersson, 1994; Schön, 1983).  
The accepted model of teacher reflection is a cycle similar to the scientific method:  
teachers identify problems, frame and generate possible explanations for them, draw 
conclusions, hypothesize action plans, and test those plans in practice (Dewey, 
1933/1964; Rogers, 2002; Schön, 1995).  However, during my data analysis it became 
clear that the trajectory of these four teachers’ reflections were not always circular and 
that the process of reflection was as much about coping with or managing problems as it 
was about trying to solve them.  As a result, it was necessary that I draw upon a variety of 
perspectives on reflection from my literature review in order to devise an appropriate 
framework for understanding how teachers make sense of and respond to problems of 
practice.  The framework, which I present in Figure 4.1, is explained in the subsequent 
paragraphs.     
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Figure 4.1.  Framework for Understanding The Process of Teachers’ Reflections-On-
Practice  
 
This framework locates “approaching” and “coping” as two general and crucial 
ways teachers respond to problems of practice through reflection.  The concept of 
“approaching,” which I borrow from the psychological literature on stress management 
(Roth & Cohen, 1986), fits well with traditional conceptions of reflective thinking and 
adaptive expertise in that it constitutes an exploratory orientation toward uncertainty and 
stress.  It is depicted in the arrows in bold in Figure 4.1.  When approaching problems, 
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teachers explore uncertainty in ways not unlike how Dewey (1933/1964) theorized 
reflective thought as a recursive process of identifying problems, framing and generating 
explanations for them, hypothesizing conclusions and action plans, and testing 
conclusions in practice.  For this study, the term “approach” most adequately 
encompassed how teachers explored problems because unlike more formal types of 
reflection like those documented in action research studies, the reflections of participants 
were neither guided by carefully thought-out research questions nor afforded the same 
luxury of time to think given to formal researchers.  As a result, the teachers’ reflections 
in authentic practice were often unfocused and messy, with teachers frequently 
identifying and attempting to solve and derive meaning from problems but not always 
going fully through the progression from framing to explanations to conclusions.  In 
some cases, teachers would begin to consider a problem more deeply, only to identify 
another problem deemed equally worthy of consideration.  In other cases, they would 
reframe problems from several angles but were unsure of which angle provided the best 
approach for solving it.  Therefore, the teachers would often move toward, or approach, 
reasonable solutions to their problems of practice but did or could not always complete 
the reflective cycle. 
 When identifying problems, which I detail in each case under the heading 
“Approaching Problems,” teachers noted tension between their instructional goals, 
values, and vision of teaching and what actually transpired during their lessons and 
overall unit.  It is this phase of reflection, Dewey (1916; 1933/1964) argued, that propels 
teachers’ inquiries toward a conclusion and ultimately equilibrium.  Three issues must be 
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noted with regard to how these four teachers identified problems.  First, my research 
questions were the following: (1) Upon what do history teachers focus their reflections 
during and after an inquiry-based unit of study? (2) How do they frame and respond to 
theory-practice tensions? (3) What understandings or plans of action, if any, are derived 
from their reflections?  These questions were purposefully framed in a way that would 
allow me to report on what the teachers found problematic, not what myself or outside 
readers deemed they should find problematic.  While there were, of course, instances 
where I provoked reflective thinking and brought to teachers’ attention some of the 
obvious things that seemed “off” during the unit, the interviews were conducted in a way 
that would neither limit the scope of their reflections nor infringe upon their professional 
agency.  Second, reflective teaching gives primacy to the complexity of teachers’ 
thoughts and expertise (Kim & Silver, 2016; Zeichner & Liston, 2014).  That every 
problem noticed by myself upon viewing teachers’ practices (or by outsiders upon 
reading transcripts of them) was not addressed does not mean teachers failed to notice or 
were not thinking about them, only that they did not talk about them.  To label any 
problems not addressed by teachers as “oversights” or examples of them “not being 
reflective enough” would be to minimize all the problems they did acknowledge and 
ignore the time constraints under which their reflections took place.  Finally, in reporting 
on the problems they identified, I do not list every instance that provoked “pause” for 
teachers but those which they attempted to analyze more deeply and/or theorize solutions 
for.  Other identified problems, those which teachers either accepted or postponed, are 
described under the heading, “Coping with Problems.”   
		
110 
Once problems were identified, teachers moved to the next phase, “making 
explanations,” where they interpreted the problem from multiple angles in an attempt to 
uncover its root cause and discover possible approaches to solving it.  As Rogers (2002) 
explains, this phase serves as a tentative conclusion to the problem and flows seamlessly 
into the next phase, “drawing conclusions.”  The conclusions derived from teachers’ 
reflections on their lessons and overall unit generally fell into two main categories, action 
plans and understandings, which Richardson (1994) argued are frequently the two 
outcomes of teachers’ practical inquiries.  Action plans were instances where teachers 
generated and considered ideas for future instructional situations.  These plans were 
either unit-specific revisions they wished to implement if afforded the opportunity to 
reteach their observed lessons and unit or ways to apply their reflections to other 
instructional or professional situations going forward.  Understandings were conclusions 
gleaned from teachers’ reflections that were not explicitly action-oriented.  In these 
instances, teachers from their experiences came to realizations about topics ranging from 
themselves as teachers and persons to their students to their subject matter.   
 Because the scope of this study examined only one of the teachers’ instructional 
units, there was no way of verifying when or if they put into practice the conclusions or 
action plans derived from their reflections.  However, as signified by the dotted arrow 
between “conclusions” and “practice” in Figure 4.1, the teachers reflected-in-action on 
several occasions (Schön, 1983).  That is to say, within the time parameters of the unit, 
not just the lesson, the teachers identified, framed, and attempted to solve problems on-
the-spot.  In some cases, these were subtle modifications to their lesson plans or 
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behaviors while in the midst of instruction; in others, they were complete revisions of the 
following day’s lesson.  Since reflecting-in-action is as behavioral an act as it is a 
cognitive one, it made more sense to discuss these instances within my descriptions of 
each teacher’s observed lessons and practices.        
 The concept of “coping,” which I adapt from Lampert (1999), rejects the notion 
that all problems of practice can or should be solved.  In her book chapter, “How Do 
Teachers Manage to Teach?”, Lampert wrote how teachers, when confronted with 
pedagogical dilemmas, continuously balance a variety of conflicting interests and must 
sometimes manage or cope with problems as opposed to solving them.  “Management” in 
the context of teachers’ work, or coping as Lampert uses interchangeably, has less to do 
with issues of classroom control and more to do with how teachers “continue to act or 
even thrive in adverse circumstances” (p. 268).  The ways in which teachers cope with 
problems, however, largely goes unaddressed by Lampert.  I drew upon and modified 
several ideas from related literature in order to describe teachers’ coping strategies, which 
are depicted in the rectangles in bold in Figure 4.1.  
 The teachers in this study coped with problems of practice in three ways: through 
acceptance, postponement, and concentrating on psychological rewards.  I derived the 
concept of “acceptance” from the ideas of existential and spiritual coping found in the 
literature on stress management and teacher burnout (Burke & Greenglass, 1995; 
Peacock, Wong, & Reker, 1993).  Existential coping aims to find personal meaning or 
positive purpose in stress and uncertainty, while spiritual coping employs faith and 
spiritual beliefs in dealing with problems.  Implicit within both models, especially 
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spiritual coping, is the acceptance of certain problems as uncontrollable and a sense of 
optimism or faith in there either being a greater reason for the problem or the belief that it 
can and will one day be resolved.     
 With regard to coping through “postponement,” which refers to how teachers 
defer the consideration of important problems, I loosely draw upon Roth & Cohen’s 
(1986) concept of “avoidance.”  These authors discuss how when faced with problems, 
individuals at times forego any attempt at solving them so not to overwhelm themselves 
or to allow more time to absorb stressful information.  I only opt to use “postponement” 
in lieu of avoidance because the latter word suggests dismissiveness or a lack of interest 
in solving the problem on the part of teachers, and that was never the case when they 
were reflecting.  Rather, the problems they opted not to explore seemed of pressing 
concern to them with their reactions explicitly and implicitly suggesting they would 
revisit them at a later time.  Although the reasons for postponement are beyond the scope 
of this dissertation, anecdotal evidence suggests some combination of the following as 
reasons for why teachers did so: a lack of time for further consideration, uncertainty 
about how to approach the problem, and the simultaneity of additional problems under 
consideration.  
 Finally, the coping strategy of “concentrating on psychological rewards” I borrow 
from Lortie (1975/2002), who defined “psychological rewards” as the intrinsic 
gratification derived from teachers’ subjective evaluations of their work.  In his seminal 
book, Schoolteacher, Lortie discussed how inherent aspects the occupation, including 
uncertain goals, necessitates teachers concentrating “their energies at points where effort 
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may make a difference” (p. 101), especially for confirmation of their effectiveness.  
These points, he argued, are inextrincably linked to teachers’ goals, which often are high 
in number and vary in their complexity.  When teachers perceive their goals as easy and 
short-range, “their psychic rewards will be high and assured” (p. 109); but when their 
goals are long-range and “beyond the reach of immediate assessment” (p. 131), the 
experiencing of such rewards is less certain.  The latter case renders teachers willing and 
needing to accept “indications of partial effectiveness” (p. 132) or small successes as the 
basis for satisfaction, something the teachers in this study did frequently.  I contend that 
because many of the teachers’ instructional goals were long-range and not conducive to 
precise measurement, which is almost necessarily the case in inquiry-based instruction, 
such thinking confirmed some of their practices and helped them cope with the many 
uncertainties that accompany their work (see Chapter 5 for more in-depth analysis of this 
topic).  And now, I turn to the individual cases using this framework, beginning each with 
an introductory vignette before examining their reflections.      
 
“Its Juggling.  Its Not Control”: The Case of Mr. James Brady 
Background and School Context   
James Brady was a White male in his early 40s and had lived his entire life in 
Massachusetts.  He earned a B.A. degree in History and an M.Ed. in Special Education 
and, at the time of this study, was working towards his Ed.D. in Instructional Leadership 
at a local university.  As a classroom teacher, he had spent the entirety of his 11-year 
career working at Newbury Academy, a traditional public high school of about 400 
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students that, at the time, was deemed by the state as “underperforming” (Level 3 
designation) based primarily on standardized test scores.  The student demographics, like 
the district as a whole, were predominantly Black and Latino with a large immigrant 
population.  Additionally, Newbury was not a full-inclusion school, as students with 
significant learning needs were taught in substantially separate (or self-contained) 
classrooms away from the general education population.  The class that I observed James 
teaching was substantially separate with most students on individual educational plans 
(IEP) and consisted of 10 Black and Latino students in the 9th grade; the majority of the 
students were immigrants.   
Educational Beliefs 
Throughout his life, James reported, he always enjoyed learning about history.  
He would read historical fiction and even whole sets of encyclopedias in his spare time.  
His general experiences with school history left much to be desired.  “I was always trying 
not to fall asleep…because it was a stand-and-deliver situation…mostly just lecturing,” 
he recalled (Interview, February 5, 2015).  Yet, he looked back fondly to his 7th grade 
geography teacher, crediting him as inspiration for entering the teaching profession:  “He 
was able to interlace current events with whatever we were talking about in history.  It 
was this sort of open conversation we always had while learning at the same time…sort 
of the diamond in the rough” (Interview, February 5, 2015).  The disparity in James’ 
history education experiences, he reflected, helped him learn how, and how not, to 
approach history in his own classroom, particularly with regard to students’ cognitive and 
social-emotional needs.  
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James said his ideal vision his class was as a “giant group inquiry,” one where his 
students chose what they were studying and he acted as a facilitator, guiding them but 
“never giving them the answers or lecturing unless they ask” (Interview, February 5, 
2015).  To James, historical inquiry meant “looking into and understanding the meaning” 
behind a particular event.  He believed such inquiry had the potential to help students 
make good decisions and understand their lives:  “We’re teaching about you, not 
history….In no other class can you relate what you’re learning to your own life better 
than in history class,” he said (Interview, February 5, 2015).  At year’s end, he wanted his 
students to “create their own understanding of the past” and come away with more 
empathy and an “understanding of the human experience.”  
Toward these ends, James discussed several aspects of his practice, first among 
them the importance of cultivating an inclusive and cooperative learning environment in 
which traditional teacher-student power dyamics are challenged.  He explained, “I’m the 
teacher, but that doesn’t mean I’m number one, we are all equal….I bring in their 
immediate world as much as I can…to make them feel comfortable and acknowledge 
their existence” (Interview, Feburary 5, 2015).  Additionally, he said he believed that 
students understand history better through peer-to-peer discussion and when there’s 
“some sort of overarching question” (Interview, Februrary 5, 2015). 
Asked about assessement, he explained his preference for more informal and 
formative types of assessment and said that, based on his knowledge of his students 
abilities, he evaluated each of them differently.  While not objecting to more formal 
document-based questions (DBQ) and close-reading types of assessments, he disagreed 
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with the district’s testing climate and his school’s expectations around them.  Referencing 
the Massachusetts Comprehensive Assessment System (MCAS), the state’s high-stakes 
assessment in English Language Arts (there is no state test in history), administered in the 
10th grade, James said:    
The amount they ask us to do…is insane….A lot of what we’re doing in this 
school right now is completely driven by the MCAS….I’m the lead teacher so I 
have to make sure…we can get ourselves out of Level 3 and they’ll leave us 
alone.  (Interview, Feburary 5th, 2015) 
For James, his increased instructional time on close reading and evidence-based 
writing—skills that would be assessed on the ELA MCAS—was problematic not because 
he disagreed with the value of such skills but because, up to that point, the freedom from 
high-stakes testing in the district and the instructional autonomy it afforded him were 
some of the reasons he enjoyed teaching history so much.  With Newbury on the verge of 
being taken over by the state if it dropped to a Level 4, turnaround, designation, James 
said he was beginning to think this was no longer the case, despite there still being no 
high-stakes history exam.   
Curriculum and Instruction 
I observed James teach for three 60-minute periods over a four-day unit on the 
creation of the U.S. Constitution through the inquiry question, “Whose ‘More Perfect 
Union?’,” which he adapted from a lesson by the Zinn Education Project (Bigelow, 
2015).  The unit as written, aims for students to understand the partisan nature of the 
Constitution by participating in a reimagined role-play of the Constitutional Convention 
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where not just the wealthy elite attend but working class farmers and enslaved African 
Americans attend as well.  This is meant to be completed in advance of students learning 
about and examining the actual Constitution and learning who actually attended the 
Convention in 1787.  The idea of his students taking on historical roles and trying to 
come up with resolutions for a yet-to-be-made Constitution was especially appealing for 
James because he said he thought it would give his students a sense of ownership about 
the document and prompt them to want to know more about why the finished version 
differed so much from their own.  While James was an experienced history teacher at 
Newbury, he had not taught U.S. History I since his third year of teaching.  Additionally, 
this marked his first experience with both the unit and its essential question.  The 
following is a detailed overview of what transpired over the course of my observations, 
which provides needed context for understanding James’ subsequent reflections-in and -
on practice.  
First observation. On the first day of the unit, James began the lesson by asking 
his students to write down everything that came to mind when they heard the word, 
“constitution” (Observation, March 4, 2015).  As students wrote in their notebooks, 
James walked the room and reminded his students,  “There are no right answers, there are 
no wrong answers.…Write it in Spanish if you want.”  Before asking students to share 
out their responses, he pointed to the board to remind students of what they were studying 
and the context in which it was situated:  
James:  What are we studying today?....Whose more perfect union?  What does 
that question mean?  Its kind of a weird question….What is a perfect union?  
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Pedro:  Like when people collaborate.  
James:  Okay good, now remember, what is the name of our country? 
Esmerelda:  The United States. 
James:  United yes, that means a union, right?  So were we collaborating well 
under the Articles of Confederation?  No.  So we need a…what?  [Silence]  We 
already have a union under the Articles of Confederation, but we need a more 
perfect union, right?   Hence the Constitutional Convention.  What do we mean 
by “whose?”  “Whose” the people making it?  Keep that in the back of your mind. 
One by one, James then asked his students to read their lists aloud to the class (some 
examples: cursive writing, powdered wigs, George Washington, Thomas Jefferson, a type 
of law, war, James Madison), after which he led a whole-class discussion about the 
importance of the Constitution.  At one point, a student mentioned Shay’s Rebellion, so 
James projected a portrait of the event (which he had ready) on the board and asked 
students what it reminded them of.  “The Boston Massacre,” one student said, to which 
James replied:  
Yes, good.  So we fought this war against Great Britain because of things they did 
like this [points to board] and here we are doing this to ourselves twenty years 
later.  This is a sign to the people that, “Hey this union of states is not working out 
so well.” (Observation, March 4, 2015) 
After finishing his explanation, James proceded to a discussion on what rights the 
Constitution guarantees individuals.  While many students’ ideas during this discussion 
were at times inaccurate or off-base (e.g., one student talked about when he was allowed 
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to drive and another asked if the Constitution allowed poor people to get their G.E.D.), 
James assured them these were good ideas to start. 
 The next twenty minutes of class were spent creating class definitions for words 
that students would encounter and be expected to use over the course of the role-play.  
James projected three words (debt, bond, resolution), and asked his students which words 
on their list they needed more clarification on.  From their input, he added four more 
words (law, Constitution, slavery, freedom) and led a whole-class discussion on each of 
their meanings.  One word at a time, James guided them toward creating a simple 
definition and recorded each into his presentation while instructing his students to do the 
same in their notebooks.  At times when his students did not know the word, he asked 
them prodding questions or used an online dictionary; other times, as when trying to 
define “slavery,” he attempted to correct some of their misconceptions, albeit 
unsuccessfully and straying away from controversy:  
Student 1:  [Raising hand]  Isn’t slavery like…someone you own? 
James:  Okay, good.  [Pauses]  Slavery is a big issue in the United States at this 
time…in 1787. 
Student 1:  Yeah but…it’s someone you own, right? 
James:  Let’s think of slavery in the context of 1787; what is slavery? 
Student 1:  [Interrupting]  Property. 
James:  Well, that’s one of the arguments in the Constitution, right?  Let’s keep 
that out for a second.  Define what slavery is in 1787.  Where does it happen? 
Student 2:  The South!  
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James:  In the South….Okay, what else?  [Draws other words like ‘plantation’ 
and ‘landowners’ out of students before writing definition.  That James failed to 
mention to his students how several Northern states had yet to abolish slavery in 
1787 is unclear] 
James wrapped up the class by explaining to his students what they were going to be 
doing over the course of the unit and alotting them some time to prepare.  To help, he 
paired students and assigned each pair to one of five groups (Southern planters, workers, 
bankers/merchants, farmers, enslaved African Americans) and instructed them to read 
and answer questions on a handout which explained their role and interests in attending 
the Convention.  As the students worked on the assignment which was also assigned for 
homework, James circulated the room to answer clarifying questions, eventually opting 
to be one student’s (Jaylen’s) partner who was very quiet during class and seemed 
reluctant to work with anyone.  Overall, James’ instruction was mostly teacher-centered 
during this observation, seemingly in the interests of introducing key ideas and getting 
students to understand the purpose of the role-play. 
 Reflecting-in-action during the first observation.  One subtle, on-the-spot 
modification made by James during this lesson pertained to student groupings.  Coming 
into class with knowledge about which students work together best, James recalled 
already having figured out which students would be paired together for the role-play.  
With one student unexpectedly absent, he realized that he needed to rearrange the 
groupings and opted to have one of his students work alone.  Pressed about why he made 
this decision, he offered the following:   
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So I came up with this idea…while I’m presenting, which…is that maybe 
someone will want to work alone today. And I know that I have an issue with her 
and these two girls over here, and she was crying the other day because of those 
two girls and I was thinking that she would be the one that would be working 
alone but I also know that she’s the one capable enough of working alone.  
(Interview, March 4, 2015) 
In this instance, I interpreted James’ reflection-in-action as driven by his knowledge of 
and concern for one of his students.  In the absence of this in-the-moment modification, 
however small it was, James said he thought the student groupings would have been 
arranged in a way that would have been detrimental not just to his lesson plan but to one 
student’s comfort in the classroom.  
 Second observation.  The class began and James instructed his students to write a 
short paragraph in their notebooks explaining their character’s point-of-view and reasons 
for attending the Convention (Observation, March 5, 2015).  As the students talked with 
their partners, James sat with Jaylen and quietly asked him clarifying questions about his 
role of a farmer in 1787.  “Do we want a strong or a weak national government?” he 
asked him at one point, upon which Jaylen shrugged his shoulders, seemingly 
embarassed.  James seemed to notice how difficult the reading from the day before was 
for Jaylen and proceded to recap its main points for him before circulating around the 
room to assess how the rest of the students were understanding their roles.          
 Once satisfied with their progress, James briefly recapped with them the historical 
context in which tomorrow’s role-play would be taking place along with some of their 
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reasons for being there.  He then guided a whole-class discussion where students in each 
of the five occupational groups shared with the class their characters’ hopes and fears 
regarding the new Constitution.  James reminded them, “We are not who we are…we are 
these characters who we created…we’re going to have arguments with each other in 
class, but it’s not personal, we are acting.”  One female student, playing the role of an 
enslaved African American and speaking with a deep male accent, shared, “I really hope 
the Constitution can help me and all black people”; another student, playing the role of a 
plantation owner, expressed his fear that the “government will take away our property.”   
The students’ engagement during this brief share-out was obvious.  All of them were 
smiling, laughing, and anxious to ask each other questions about who they were.  After 
allowing some questions, James had to explain to the class some of the United States’ 
economic woes following the Revolutionary War, as the students seemed to not 
understand the “worker” group’s reasons for being at the Convention. 
 The last ten minutes of class were spent reviewing several issues that were to be 
discussed (and hopefully resolved) during the Convention role-play: the issues of slavery, 
debts and bonds, and the right to vote.  Before giving students a handout outlining the 
issues, James encouraged his students to think about which groups may have similar 
interests for the purpose of making “alliances” during the Convention:  “Would a White 
business owner ally with enslaved African Americans?  Maybe it depends on how 
progressive she is?  Who knows? Would New England poor farmers ally with these 
Southern rich farmers?  These are the things we’re thinking of now,” he said.  Because a 
few students had to leave class early, the students read the handouts individually except 
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for Jaylen who James again sat with for support (Observation, March 5, 2015). 
 Reflecting-in-action during the second observation.  As the student groups 
were writing about their reasons for attending the Constitutional Convention at the 
beginning of class, I noticed James give Jaylen handouts detailing the Convention issues 
to look at in advance of the rest of the class.  When I asked James about this, he told me 
this decision was unplanned and influenced by the unexpected progress Jaylen was 
making with the content.  He explained:  
[Jaylen] gave me such great feedback and showed that he actually listened and 
knew who his character was that I didn’t have to go back and help him more…so 
I felt he was ready for the next step.  The other kids are ready, too, but his 
character development doesn’t have to be as deep as theirs because everything for 
him is being modified.  So he got to the point where they’re still trying to get to 
but he’s much more literal and…no matter how hard I try he’s not going to get 
more than that.  Or at least he’s not going to express that to me because of his 
condition.  So I let him peruse it some more, then I slipped him the next thing to 
help prepare him for what’s coming next so he has contact with the words before I 
introduce them to everybody.  (Interview, March 6, 2015) 
After this explanation, I made the observation to James that he seemed to be doing more 
adjusting on-the-fly during this lesson.  He explained that because the lesson was more 
student-centered than the previous ones, it allowed him more opportunities for 
adjustments.  Said James, “It’s more open, I think…yeah, and I’m feeding off what 
they’re doing, they’re not absorbing what I’m saying” (Interview, March 6, 2015).  In 
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summary, James’ more facilatitive role during this class seemingly freed him up to be 
more observant of and responsive to student thinking while teaching, resulting in 
reflection-in-action and moments like the one with Jaylen. 
 Third observation.  The class began, and James had the students brainstorm the 
resolutions they wanted to propose during the role-play, reminding them each would need 
seven votes to pass.  After reminding the class of who each group represented and again 
encouraging them to think about which groups may have similar interests to their own, 
the role-play finally began in two carefully guided steps.  First, James instructed students 
to circulate the room to form alliances with one another.  “We just made a deal with the 
bankers!” one student excitedly told James during the controlled chaos.  Even Jaylen, 
silent the previous two classes, could be heard offering up his ideas on how to resolve the 
issue of slavery, his peers clearly excited that he was coming “out of his shell” a bit.  
Throughout the role-play, James circulated the room seemingly with the goal of 
encouraging more collaboration and reminding students of issues they were overlooking.  
Speaking to the worker group who was complaining they didn’t have enough money to 
pay taxes, he said, “I just talked to them [points to another group] over there and they 
said they want the government to pay the bonds back in full, so maybe you want to talk to 
them about agreeing to do that together.”   
 The second step involved formal caucasing.  James projected an annotated 
handout outlining the steps for how to propose their group’s resolutions to the class.  In 
reviewing the steps with one group, he referenced a part of the John Adams mini-series 
he had showed them a few weeks earlier to illustrate the orderly process by which they 
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were to speak during the caucus.    “Hear ye, hear ye, this Constitutional Convention will 
now come to order….Does anyone have any motions to present?” James shouted.  While 
some students offered up some of their resolutions, they appeared confused about either 
the issues themselves or the caucus procedure.  Alert to their confusion, James suspended 
the caucus a few minutes to give them extra time to organize their thoughts.  Upon 
reconvening, the following exchange took place:  
Student 1 [the plantation owner group]:  Be it resolved that…about the vote in the 
election, I think the low class and the middle class should do us a favor…and the 
high  class should pay.  [Other groups begin shouting across the room.] 
 James:  [Interrupting]  Point of information…what do you mean “pay?” 
 Student 1:  Okay so, you guys are, like, poor…[paused before motioning to her 
 partner]…okay you do it, you do it. 
Student 2:  The lower class and the middle class…they can do favors for us, so 
they can be able to vote, but the higher class will have to pay them because they 
have more money. 
James:  Does anyone want to second that motion?  [One student raised their hand]  
Does anyone want to amend that motion?  [Silence, no one raises a hand]  Oh, we 
were so into it, until we actually started doing it.  I don’t want to make all the 
motions here, folks. 
With only two minutes left, James ended the class by trying to clarify the group’s 
resolutions and reviewing with students once again the caucus process that would 
continue the next day.   
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 Reflecting-in-action during the third observation.  James recalled two 
instances in this lesson where he adjusted his practice for his students, the first of which 
was an impromptu modification to how he was teaching about parliamentary procedure.  
James explained that he had not planned on using the example from John Adams to help 
his students understand the idea but that it was unexpectedly prompted by one of his 
students: 
Well, it was Josefina who specifically…made me think of it, because she needs 
more real life examples to explain and help her understand, especially when we’re 
doing something like this….So I was just giving her an example of something 
because she didn’t seem like she was grasping it.  She really wanted to do it right, 
so she was getting focused….So I’m giving her an example from our 
memory….She needed it in that moment.  (Interview, March 9, 2015) 
Additionally, when his students were to present their resolutions during the role-play, 
James decided that he needed to deviate from his plan slightly and offered his own 
resolution first to get them started.  Asked about why he felt compelled to do that, James 
explained, “Because they were confused about what was going on.  I don’t know if they 
were confused by the procedure or didn’t want to share or they were nervous that what 
they were about to share was wrong” (Interview, March 9, 2015).  Similar to James’ 
previous impromptu modifications, these decisions were influenced by his attentiveness 
to student thinking and overall knowledge of his students. 
James’ Reflections-On-Practice 
 Unlike my descriptions of James’ lessons and reflections-in-action, the following 
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organization of what he thought about while reflecting-on-practice is not chronological. I 
divide his reflections according to two main ideas from my analytical framework:  
“approaching” and “coping.”  In the section on approaching, I report on the main 
problems he identified throughout the unit, his explanations for why these problems were 
occurring, and the understandings and action plans that emerged from his reflections.  
This is followed by the section on coping, which I divide into three sub-sections from the 
“coping” part of my analytical framework:  “postponement,” “acceptance,” and 
“concentrating on psychological rewards.”  
Approaching problems.  Approaching problems refers to an exploratory-
reflective response to uncertainty, whereby individuals attempt to make sense of and 
thoughtfully respond to stress or a problematic situation (Roth & Cohen, 1986).  As 
previously mentioned, not every problem brought up by James throughout his reflections 
is described here, only those he attempted to analyze more deeply:  his students’ 
ahistorical thinking, moments where he exerted more control than he wanted, and his 
students’ difficulty understanding historical concepts.    
 Thinking ahistorically.  Reflecting on his practice, one problem James identified 
and approached on several occasions was his students’ ahistorical take on the role-play 
and their struggles to understand its historical context.  At the end of the unit, James 
expressed disappointment with how during the simulation his students had a hard time 
remaining in-character and discussing and compromising on the assigned issues.  
They were just trying to make deals with each other not related to the task at 
hand….They’re trying to barter and trade and sell services to each other and stuff 
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like that which is fun and they had some great ideas but it wasn’t to the task of 
resolving these four issues….They don’t want to actually internalize and think 
about the characters’ goals within the frame of the lesson.  (Interview, March 9, 
2015)   
These struggles were especially apparent to James when students were discussing issues 
like slavery and voting.  For example, James recalled how during the role-play, the 
“enslaved African American” group was talking with the “farmer” group about helping 
them “develop the Underground Railroad” despite the Constitutional Convention 
predating it by several decades.  James also added that the “enslaved African American” 
group was not considering the issue of slavery in as nuanced a way he would have liked: 
Their issue was about freedom but there were, like, three parts to slavery and they 
just focused on the freedom issue and not about layering their freedom 
appropriately so they could attain freedom. They were just like, “Freedom now!”  
It’s, like, well, “Those people don’t want you to be free and they have more 
power and there are more of them.”  So maybe if you can work some way to give 
them your freedom down the road they might be more willing to.  This is the 
compromise part of it.  (Interview, March 9, 2015)   
With regard to the voting issue, James saw similar thinking.  For example, he lamented 
how when he asked one of his students from the “farmers” group why she could not vote, 
her response made no reference to the issue of property ownership and was all too 
familiar.  James explained, “She said ‘the government,’…so I was, like, that’s the 
response you always get….The kids are always blaming the government, like, “Oh, it’s 
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the government’” (Interview, March 9, 2015).  Comments like this signified to James that 
many of his students were not understanding the content in as contextual a way as he had 
hoped, a value of his that he touched upon in our final interview:   
A problem with history courses is that they’re often taught out of context and I 
don’t like that.  I don’t like anything to be out of context, which my wife hates all 
the time.  Anyways, tangent, everything needs to be in context, it’s very 
important.  They can’t really learn or internalize things if it’s not in context for 
them.  (Interview, March 11,  2015) 
 Exerting too much control.  Another problem James identified several times 
occurred in instances where he reported he felt he was exerting more control than he had 
intended over the learning process for his students.  Early in the unit, for example, he 
expressed disappointment about the students needing so much prompting when 
introducing who their characters were (Interview, March 6, 2015).  Reflecting on the how 
the role-play went, he also said: 
It’s just it’s kind of going in the wrong direction.  I redirected it back to where it’s 
supposed to be going, but it’s taking a little more of my prompting than I had 
wanted or had even prepared for.  I didn’t think I was really going to have get my 
hands in there.  I thought I was going to be able to walk around and watch them at 
work instead of making them work.  Or focusing and redirecting their work on 
what they’re supposed to be doing.  (Interview, March 9, 2015) 
Later on, he added that while he felt the unit was an overall success, he did not think it 
was very  “genuine because [he] led it too much, not really…giving them answers but 
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prompting them” (Interview, March 11, 2015).  That James found this so problematic was 
understandable given his ideal vision of himself as more of a knowledge-facilitator than a 
knowledge-giver.    
 Historical concepts.  Finally, James reflected on some of the difficulties his 
students had understanding key historical concepts.  The historical concepts to which I 
am referring are first-order concepts (e.g., historical facts) which differ from second-
order concepts (e.g., disciplinary understandings) (Lee, 2005; VanSledright & Limón, 
2006).  In the first lesson, for example, James recalled how when his students were 
sharing their ideas on the “word bank” he was introducing to help them understand the 
essential question, their ideas were “completely off base” (Interview, March 4, 2015).  
Moreover, he commented on how it was taking far too long for his students to make 
sense of the vocabulary words, so much so that he found himself considering how to 
adjust the activty for the next class while in the midst of teaching.  While re-watching the 
lesson, he pointed out:   
Right there I’m probably thinking this is going to go so much better in the next 
class…because I’ve already had exposure to student responses to what I’m doing.  
This is the first time I’ve done this lesson …and I’m thinking that…I’m literally 
reflecting in the moment on how I can change this next time.  (Interview, March 
4, 2015)  
Comments such as this highlight the complexity of James’ thoughts while in the midst of 
instructing.  Here he is beginning to consider how to improve his teaching as it is still 
unfolding.    
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Making explanations.  In my analytical framework, explanations mark the phase 
of reflection where individuals begin their initial analysis of the problem and uncover 
possible root causes (Dewey 1933/1964; Rogers, 2002; Schön, 1983;).  When I pressed 
James to explain (and frame) the aforementioned problems, he did so through a variety of 
angles.  For example, when discussing his students’ struggles to remain in-character and 
think contextually during the role-play, he partially located the problem within their 
previous school’s special education policy. 
These kids in this class are from middle school sub-separate programs where they 
are isolated from the rest of the population and aren’t necessarily getting the best 
education.  Not because they have bad teachers but because the whole concept of 
sub-separate.  It’s basically separate but equal in the school system that we have, 
which we know isn’t always equal.  So these kids don’t necessarily get the 
benefits or exposure that other kids get.  I don’t think they’ve ever done 
something like this, trying to understand history by  experiencing it.  I think that’s 
important.  (Interview, March 11, 2015) 
At the same time, James looked inwardly when framing this problem.  
I could have maybe gone over the issues again with  them prior to sending them 
together. I mean, I set it up but I didn’t review the issues….If I had gone over in 
detail the four issues prior to this, maybe they would have been more focused on 
getting those jobs done.  (Interview, March 9, 2015) 
In this instance, James was critical of his own instruction, expressing that his students 
might have been able to think more contextually during the role-play and needed less 
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guidance had he prepared them better.   
 Another way James framed problems was within his curricular materials and the 
curricular demands of the district pacing guide.  When further explaining why his 
instruction was not as student-centered as he preferred, for example, he spoke of how the 
elective courses he taught afforded him more opportunities to cultivate student 
independence than his state-mandated U.S. History course.  “In other classes I have more 
time, because it’s a curriculum I develop myself,” James said.  “I have more time to do 
setup because I had fewer topics I had to cover throughout the year” (Interview, March 9, 
2015).  And when explaining why his students were having difficulty understanding the 
unit’s essential question, he did not mince words, saying:  
I don’t understand the question.  It’s a horrible question.  It’s because I’m using 
someone else’s stuff that I use a lot and I like.  I love the role-playing stuff.  But 
“Whose More  Perfect Union?”  I just couldn’t come up with a better way to say 
it, but it’s not a good  question.  It doesn’t make sense to a ninth grader.  
(Interview, March 4, 2015) 
Since this was not only James’ first year teaching U.S. History in over eight years but 
also his first time teaching this unit through this essential question, it remains to be seen 
if he would have been as critical of the unit’s question had he had more experience 
teaching with it. 
 When James reflected again on why his students were mistaken about the 
meaning of certain words during their vocabulary discussion, he located the problem 
partially within the students.   
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They just think they can blurt out something and that’s the answer.  And I’m like, 
“No, look at the document in front of you.  The answer is in front of you all the 
time.”  Like that [pointing to student in video]….That’s what I’m thinking all the 
time is that Esmerelda, who you can’t see in here, has some serious impulse 
control.  (Interview, March 4, 2015) 
To James, the root of the problem was that it seemed his students had yet to learn how to 
routinely ground their claims in documentary evidence.  This was especially frustrating to 
James because up to that point, he would frequently tell his students, “As historians, the 
answers aren’t in our heads.  The answers are in the documents” (Interview, March 4, 
2015).   
Drawing conclusions.  In the “conclusion” stage of reflection, teachers derive 
meaning from their experiences and theorize responses to problems under investigation 
(Rogers, 2002).  In reporting on the conclusions of James’ reflections, I organized them 
along the categories of action plans and understandings (Richardson, 1994). 
 Understandings.  James’ reflections yielded for him important understandings 
about his students.  Reflecting back on the entire unit, he said: 
I mean, I learned a lot about the kids in general, or personally.  Like, Jaylen works 
well in  this sort of role-play idea, Esmerelda not so much because she overacts it, 
Victoria loves  it because she gets to be someone other then herself, I’m purely 
speculating there, Andrea doesn’t like it because Andrea doesn’t like to think.  
She’s really good at school but she doesn’t like to think about big picture things 
and it made her think about it, which I’m going to keep doing.  So, yeah, I just 
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learned more about the students and what they like and how to teach them.  And 
they need a much more active role in the class.  So to give them that opportunity 
to actually be actors in class, I think I need to do that some more.  (Interview, 
March 11, 2015) 
This insight was of particular significance to James because of its instructional 
implications.  He said that the experience actually helped him remember and reaffirm 
something he felt he had been losing sight of throughout the year. 
Well, I relearned that I need to do more of this.  I’m always telling other teachers 
that are looking for resources, “Role-play is awesome,” and then I’m not doing it 
in my classroom….So this definitely reinvigorated me in my teaching….I don’t 
know if I forgot that, but I’ve just been so caught up because I have three classes 
where I have a pacing guide and things that I need to cover and what we’re doing 
this year is all based on the MCAS and…teaching them how to do document 
based questions.  And I’ve just been spending way too much time on that and 
forgetting about playing with it.  We need to play more in class….We were so 
stuck in getting the job done that I forgot about these other things that aide in 
learning.  So watching them…helped bring me back to those ideas and understand 
that I need to utilize them more in class.  (Interview, March 11, 2015) 
James’ decision to teach using a role-play with his students was due in part to feeling that 
he had been too focused on assessments that mirrored the MCAS in his classroom 
throughout the year.  Reflecting on his experimentation with more innovative methods, 
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he seemed to come away with a willingness to diversify his pedagogy even more going 
forward.   
 Action plans.  Reflecting on his lessons and the entire unit, James considered 
revising his unit on the Consitutition if he were ever to teach it again.  One revision 
specifically pertained to being more purposeful with his students about his essential 
question, which he said he noticed the students were not internalizing very well during 
their vocabulary discussion.  After his first lesson, for example, James said he did not 
“redirect them back to the question enough…to make sure they they know what the 
question is…and why we’re doing this” (Interview, March 4, 2015).  In James’ 
estimation, this was a matter of exposure, something his students would need the next 
time around.  “If we’re doing these lessons about big overarching questions, I have to 
constantly expose them to the question before they can even begin to understand the 
question,” he said (Interview, March 4, 2015).   
 James also expressed a desire to amend the curricular-instructional materials and 
plans of the Zinn Education Project (2015) to better support his students.  Asked about 
what he would do differently at the end of unit, James said: 
I might do a little more character building with them…I would have another 
handout; because that’s sort of how we relay information, or a group of questions 
that will help them sort of pinpoint how their character thinks and feels if they’re 
having trouble developing it themselves…and more open time to let them debate 
before building resolutions.  Like, maybe have a day of just debating, but not a 
formal debate so much.  Just off-the-clock sort of shoptalk for them.  (Interview, 
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March 11, 2015) 
James surmised that his students needed more content knowledge to better contextualize 
who their characters were in the role-play.  More time and instruction with this process, 
in his estimation, would help his students think less ahistorically the next time.   
 Of the other revisions James considered to his lessons, generally they were 
technical in nature and in the interest of efficiency.  Said James after the first lesson:  
I would have spent less time in discussion in the beginning, definitely cut that by 
at least five minutes, and I might have been more forceful in leading them 
towards definitions, and just cutting out time.  Like, it was good.  We had good 
discussions and good  definitions came out of it but…it’s important to keep things 
moving quickly enough to get to the point.  (Interview, March 4, 2015) 
James also spoke of making small tweaks to the order of his presentation slides to allow 
for smoother transitions between his presentation of information and how he records the 
responses of students.  These changes, James theorized, would help “speed things up” the 
next time he introduced the unit.   
Coping with problems.  “Coping” refers to how teachers manage to live with 
problems and thrive in adverse circumstances (Lampert, 1999).  For James, coping 
involved all three strategies discussed in my analytical framework.  Some problems, he 
postponed thinking about; some, he accepted (Burke & Greenglass, 1995; Peacock, 
Wong, & Reker, 1993; Roth & Cohen, 1986).  To compensate for other issues or goals he 
did not meet, he focused his energies on “small” instances where he made a difference 
(Lortie, 1975/2002).      
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 Postponement.  On several occasions, James found it problematic how, when 
teaching American history to his immigrant students, he was framing it in a way that was 
marginalizing their cultural identities.  For example, while watching himself during our 
first VSR interview, James honed in on his use of the pronouns “we” and “us” while 
reviewing key events of American Revolution in his mini-lecture.  “I shouldn’t have used 
the pronoun there; I should have used the name.  I’m, like, ‘Ah, damn it. Now I’m going 
off with the pronoun’” (Interview, March 4t 2015).  In response to this reflection, I asked 
James if he felt he was not being inclusive, to which he said:      
I’m not being truthful.  I’m just not using what is correct because we’re not all 
Americans, so I can’t say “we” or “us.”  If we were in the role-play and they were 
pretending to be people who are Americans, back then I could have used those 
pronouns because we were in the role-play.  But prior to it we’re not.  I’m not 
being inclusive because I’m not being correct.  (Interview, March 4, 2015)     
According to James, this problem was not an isolated incident and but was one that he 
was confused by frequently.  In the same interview, for example, he grappled with the 
meaning of the words “American” and “Citizen” and whether his students, some of 
whom were undocumented, fit within his definition:     
When I say “we,” in reference to Americans, some of them aren’t United States 
citizens. So I think about that.  I don’t care that they’re not U.S. citizens.  I don’t 
care.  Send anyone here and I’ll teach them, but I need to remember that they’re, 
and this would sound  horrible and I don’t mean this at all, but they are not “we” 
or “us,” meaning “you” or “us” and “we” or “I,” but I use the term “us” for 
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United States Citizens, and they are not.  And are they Americans because they 
live in America?  You could have that whole debate but some of them don’t 
consider themselves Americans.  Some of them consider themselves Puerto 
Rican, not knowing that that means they are American.  But anyways I just think 
about that.  (Interview, March 4, 2015)     
In two other interviews, the issue came up again with James extending his thoughts more 
broadly to the problem of how he should be teaching history to students who have been 
(and are frequently) marginalized.  As early as our first introductory interview, for 
example, James remarked:   
It’s really hard when you have topics like the Depression and how it was awful 
being so poor and hungry and I’m sitting there telling this to kids who are just as 
poor as those people were and don’t have money for food all the time.  That’s 
difficult.  (Interview, February 5, 2015) 
James reiterated this concern in our final interview, adding: 
I’m teaching U.S. History to kids who aren’t even citizens and I say “we” and 
“us” all the time.  I think about that all the time….And talking about marginalized 
groups and how marginalized these kids are, threefold, even….And especially in 
US 2, all of the stuff that comes up with unions and the second Industrial 
Revolution and we did all of these things to help poor people, and I’m like, “Let’s 
talk about the conditions of the tenants in the factories” and then I’m like, “Maybe 
we should do another project where we talk about the conditions that you 
currently live in 100 years later. Like, where is the progress here?”  It’s difficult 
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to teach the Progressive Era to poor, inner city kids.  It’s very difficult.  It’s hard.  
I mean mentally it’s hard for me.  (Interview, March 11, 2015) 
As evidenced by the number of times issues such as these came up in addition to the 
importance James placed upon it while reflecting, it is not rash to suggest that James 
wanted to revisit this problem again at a later time.  
 Acceptance.  In my final interview with James, I asked him to reflect on the 
overall success of his unit in light of the vision he articulated in our first interview.  His 
vision of teaching positioned him as the facilitator of a purely student-led inquiry 
classroom.  And while James was disappointed with the obvious disconnect between his 
vision and what transpired during the actual unit, he was optimistically accepting of it at 
the same time. 
That vision that I spoke about is more of an “after four years of work” vision.  
This is the first step on that road.  I don’t think these kids are going to get there 
this year, but they’ve already gotten a lot further then where they started.  So 
they’re moving that way.  (Interview, March 11, 2015) 
To the extent that his vision would even be a reality for him and his students after four 
years, James was resigned to the fact that, while closer, the goal would still be elusive, 
adding, “They’ll have a taste of it but they won’t reach it…I doubt it.  But that’s not 
bad…to get them to see the possibility is good enough for me” (Interview, March 11, 
2015).  In many ways, James’ far-reaching vision aided his acceptance of various issues 
he encountered throughout the unit.  Because he viewed his practice as connected to and 
in service of something greater down the road, he could be understanding and, to an 
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extent, forgiving of himself when encountering tensions between theory and practice.   
 Another problem James seemed to accept was the uncertainty that accompanied 
strategies like role-playing and teaching in a broader sense, something he admitted was 
not possible at the beginning of his career.  Reflecting on his development, James said, “I 
wouldn’t know how to do those on the fly accommodations….So I wouldn’t have been 
able to give them the freedom…I would have lost control” (Interview, March 11, 2015).  
This brought James to the topic of classroom management, where in efforts to describe it, 
he analogized himself to a juggler. 
Classroom management isn’t a behavioral thing. It isn’t about how to control 
students. It’s about how you manage all of the variables in a classroom to make it 
work for everyone in the classroom….It’s juggling.  It’s not control.  Control is 
holding a gun to somebody.  Classroom management is being able to juggle 
without dropping somebody.   You’re juggling students who all have different 
needs and you have to throw them at different heights.  It’s crazy…it’s not about 
shutting down that annoying kid, it’s about being able to let that kid’s annoyance 
not destroy the class.  Because that kid is going to be annoying no matter what 
you do.  (Interview, March 11, 2015) 
 At the closing of our final interview, James again applied this attitude of 
acceptance, this time toward his professional development.  Reflecting on what would be 
his final year at Newbury Academy, James spoke of needing a change of scenery (indeed, 
he was hired as a curriculum specialist in another district).  A healthier school culture, he 
opined, would enable him to continue to grow as a teacher. When I asked, “What kind of 
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teacher do you want to become in your next school?,” he discussed some of his 
professional goals while exuding a sense of comfort with knowing they may be 
unreachable.  
Whose more perfect teacher? There is no perfect teacher. I don’t idealize a perfect 
teacher…you can work towards being this thing that you will never become and 
be aware that you will never become perfect. And that’s the whole point that you 
are constantly reflecting and changing and allowing for change.  (Interview, 
March 11th, 2015) 
Of note, here James again was using a metaphor to help make sense of his practice.  In 
this “meta” moment, from his clever play on the phrase, Whose more perfect union?, he 
appeared to see a common thread running through his curriculum and his professional 
development. 
 Concentrating on psychological rewards.  Despite the foregoing problems James 
found in his practice, he identified and found rewarding many “small” successes 
throughout his reflections.  He found the most satisfaction in rewards relating to the 
academic growth of students and breakthroughs with students.  In the latter case, these 
were what Lortie (1975/2002) describes as “special cases,” instances where James 
expressed pride in students’ dramatic gains in light of what he knew of their previous 
struggles.   
 Academic growth.  James noted on several occasions that his students were not 
understanding the historical context of the role-play as deeply as he wanted.  He did, 
however, note other content gains made by his students.  For example, James delighted in 
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the fact that because of the role-play, his students were now beginning to understand 
other concepts, some of which they were struggling with in earlier units.  
For each of those classes it’s been like pulling teeth just to get them to remember 
about the Articles of Confederation, which we had been talking about for, like, 
two weeks, but today almost everybody said it and that was a success right there.  
When we talked about what happened, they compromised, and what is 
compromise?  They explained it in multiple different ways and I think they took 
so much more away from this four-day role-play experience then any book 
they’re ever going to read this year.  And that is a huge win.  (Interview, March 
11, 2015). 
Further, James reverted back to his essential question when reflecting, taking solace in 
his students beginning to wrap their heads around it.  Recounting a review session he had 
with students the day after the role-play ended, James said, “I was like, ‘The Articles of 
Confederation didn’t work, so what did we have to do?’  ‘Build a more perfect union!’ 
like three kids shouted out.  And I was like, ‘Right, but whose?’  [Kids shouting] ‘Rich, 
white people’s more perfect union!’” (Interview, March 11, 2015).  Added James, “I’m 
pretty sure they got it.  From the feedback I got from them today it worked.  They can 
answer the question.” 
 Even more rewarding for James, however, was that he perceived a newfound 
interest in history from his students.  When asked about the unit’s overall success, James 
was ecstatic over his students’ enthusiasm and the effect it was having on how engaged 
they were for the new unit they were beginning.  
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Today they were still talking about it and really excited about it!  And we started 
reading, it was amazing, we started reading the Constitution today.  Everyone was 
quiet, everyone was paying attention, and everyone was following each word that 
we were reading.  It was great.  Like, I got it.  I piqued their interest in the 
Constitution, one of the most boring things in the world!...And the most important 
part is that it piqued their interest because they are now part of it.  And that’s just 
awesome.  I think that was a success for me.  (Interview, March 11, 2015). 
James reaction here could be seen as an example of how teachers who experiment with 
more inquiry-oriented methods and are reflective can find success with their students, 
even in cases where the unit’s official objectives are not being met.  James concluded that 
while his unit was not a complete success, it did succeed in making the content more 
relevant to his students.   
 Breakthroughs with students.  The instances in which James expressed pride in 
his students’ dramatic improvement were broad in their scope.  For example, Jaylen, the 
student whom James was working with one-on-one throughout much of the unit, was 
discussed on several occasions not for his progress with the curriculum but for the social-
emotional growth he was exhibiting.  Said James while reflecting on his first lesson, 
“Even Jaylen here who is autistic and not very expressive, or doesn’t really talk 
much…he’s opening up now” (Interview, March 4, 2015).  During the next lesson, 
Jaylen’s growth was touched upon again when I asked James about his thoughts during 
his interactions with Jaylen: 
I’m just thinking, “Remain calm, don’t make him feel uncomfortable. I know he’s 
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listening to me and he’ll answer when he can.”…I just forget about that and I’m 
thinking about his mind and listening to his mind working and letting him open up 
through that.  And it’s working.  He’s really opening up to everybody.  I mean, 
he’s great for me because he always makes me think about, “Am I being clear, is 
this clear, am I using any ambiguous language, am I confusing them?”  And he 
calms me down, too.  (Interview, March 6, 2015) 
 In other instances, James found some of his students’ cognitive breakthroughs 
rewarding.  While re-watching and discussing his second lesson, for example, James 
honed in on Esmerelda who, leading up to the unit, had been struggling to monitor her 
own thoughts:  
See, now she’s going to ask the question, like, “My question’s important!”  And 
here she’s realizing that maybe her question isn’t correct right now.  And this is 
great because she’s showing that she’s thinking.  She’s putting her thoughts to 
work, which I’ve been asking her to do all the time.  (Interview, March 4, 2015) 
And while re-watching the moment where his students got into character for the first time 
and read their character profiles to the class, James could not help but notice how happy 
he looked in the moment:   
I’m…smiling because they were so good.  I felt really good in that moment 
because I thought their profiles were great.  Especially for these kids.  [Pointing to 
student] She wrote this awesome profile, like a full page about who she is and 
what she thinks and she hit a bunch of the issues already on her own….Like, she 
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can write really well but she has some serious learning issues and comprehension 
issues, but she’s getting it.  (Interview, March 6, 2015) 
Summary  
 James’ reflections spanned a broad range of topics.  James seemed to think a good 
deal about the academic development and social-emotional well-being of his students.  
That many of his students had trouble thinking historically and understanding various 
historical concepts was problematic to James; likewise, that his students were becoming 
more interested in history and exhibited academic and social-emotional breakthroughs 
helped James cope with these perceived shortcomings.  Additionally, James found some 
of his instructional decisions problematic.  He thought about the extent to which he was 
framing history in a culturally relevant way to his particular students and found tension 
between his vision of himself as a hands-off facilitator and the guidance his students 
required.  While the former was something James seemed intent on revisiting, the latter 
was something he was willing to accept.  James concluded from his reflections that 
despite his school’s emphasis on document-based assessments, he needed to incorporate 
more role-plays into his pedagogy and, if teaching the same unit again, put more supports 
in place for his students.  In Chapter 5, I discuss in more detail how much of what James 
thought about during his reflections can be traced back not to his immediate curricular 
goals but to his teaching identity and his more long-range purposes for and vision of 
teaching. 
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“Maybe I Was Prejudiced By My Love of Government”:  The Case of Mr. Bill 
Costa 
Background and School Context 
 Bill Costa was a White male in his early 60s who, prior to becoming a history 
teacher, had enjoyed a lengthy career as a public policy lawyer.  He earned a Bachelor of 
Arts in political science and a law degree in public affairs before switching careers and 
earning his M.Ed. in social studies education through an intensive urban teaching 
residency program.  A veteran of nine years and several schools within the district, Bill 
was in the midst of his third year teaching history (but his first year teaching U.S. History 
II) in Hannahford High at the time of this study.  Hannahford was a full-inclusion 
Innovation School that served nearly 1200 students and emphasized a vocational 
curriculum in addition to core academics.  Deemed by the state as a “turnaround” school 
due to low standardized test scores (Level 4 designation), its school principal was there 
on an interim basis at the time.  Like the district as a whole, Hannahfords’s student 
demographics were predominantly Black and Latino with a large immigrant population.  
However, the number of students enrolled in special education programs was 15% higher 
than the district average.  The class that I observed Bill teaching was his first-period U.S. 
History II class, which consisted of tenth-grade Black and Latino students.  On a given 
day, the number of students in the class would be as low as 15 and as high as 25, due to 
inconsistent attendance.     
Educational Beliefs 
 That the majority of Bill’s history classes growing up were driven by lectures and 
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tests mattered very little, as history was always a subject that naturally fascinated him.  In 
college, while he majored in law and political science, he still took as many history 
classes as possible; he cited reading historical biographies as one of his favorite hobbies.  
Prior to becoming a teacher, he spent many years practicing public policy law, which he 
cited as highly influentual to his pedagogy and beliefs about history teaching.  
“Memorizing the facts is not what its about,” he said (Interview, February 12, 2015).  
“Applying the facts in a social context is what its about.  That’s where my training in 
public policy issues I think comes in.”  Bill entered the teaching profession in 2005 
around the same time that his mentor, famed urban development scholar Bob Wood, 
passed away.  He said he was strongly influenced by Wood’s Socratic teaching style.  
Bill said, “He changed me by showing a belief in me…by making me into a confident 
man, and I employ that with my students” (Interview, February 12, 2015).   
 Ideally, Bill’s vision of teaching was a classroom where his students were heavily 
engaged with and excited to discuss history.  Asked about the value of and his purposes 
for teaching history, Bill discussed empathic and civic potential, citing several skills and 
attitudes he hoped to engender by year’s end:   
Do they walk out of my class knowing how to be better citizens?  Do they have a 
general understanding of the economy?  A better understanding of how history 
brought us to  where we are today?...Can you know what’s going on in the 
world?  Can you speak?  Can you write?  Can you be polite?  Can we empathize 
for somebody who isn’t doing as well as we are?  That’s what’s important.  
(Interview, February 12, 2015) 
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Given his law background, writing and convincing argumention were skills that Bill 
especially highlighted as integral to these aims.  He explained, “I’m a lawyer.  I’ve been 
taught to argue facts….I tell them all the time, opinions are meaningless to me.  Opinions 
laced with facts are fine….I’m a happy camper when I see facts” (Interview, February 12,  
2015).  Like James, Bill’s educational aims closely corresponded to Barton and Levstik’s 
(2004) notions of perspective recognition and identification.  At the same time, his 
lawyer background had engendered what the authors describe as an analytic stance 
toward history education, in that he valued the grounding of claims in evidence.   
 Bill cited several aspects of his practice as integral to moving toward these ends, 
first among them, a demanding but warm demeanor.  While he did not believe in excuses 
and said that “things are due when they’re due,” he was conscious of the needs of his 
student population (Interview, February 12, 2015).  “A lot of these kids are suffering,” he 
said. “They have to be comfortable and safe, they have to feel like you’re not going to 
embarrass them….Even if they’re wrong, I don’t embarrass them.”  Bill also believed 
that in order for his students to learn, they had to construct knowledge and “see history 
through the eyes of the people who lived it.”  He spoke of often assigning students to 
write historical journal entries and of incorporating primary sources as much as possible.   
 To some extent, there existed harmony between Bill’s values and those espoused 
by the MCAS and the district’s close reading assessments.  He explained, “[The tests are] 
mainly about reasoning, which is law.  How do you introduce evidence to produce your 
case?  Then give me a closing argument.  It’s all the same thing.  That’s how I look at it” 
(Interview, February 12, 2015).  As did James, though, Bill expressed displeasure over 
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the amount of testing his kids had to endure and the pressure that accompanied working 
in a Level 4 turnaround school.  “We’re on a one-year lifeline,” he recalled being told by 
one of his administrators at the onset of the year.  “The fact is that these kids are judged 
on test scores.  The school is judged too…[it] could be taken over if we don’t improve” 
(Interview, February 12, 2015).  The prospect of a state-assisted takeover of the school, in 
Bill’s estimation, meant even more testing and less professional autonomy for teachers.     
Curriculum and Instruction 
I observed Bill teach three times over the course of his unit on the New Deal, 
which he framed through the inquiry question, “Was the New Deal a success or failure?”  
The unit, which he was teaching for the first time and had adapted from a lesson by the 
Stanford History Education Group (SHEG) (2012), was structured to culminate in an oral 
debate amongst the students, whom Bill assigned to various groups.  In the days leading 
up to my first observation, Bill alloted time for groups to work together independently 
and assigned one half of the class to argue “success” and the other “failure” based on 
their analysis of a set of conflicting documents.  Half of the documents were provided by 
SHEG and consisted of unemployment statistics, a “fireside chat” written by President 
Roosevelt, and a critique of the New Deal’s discriminatory programs from an online 
history textbook.  Bill researched and provided the remaining documents, which 
consisted of a chapter on the New Deal’s impact from the textbook, The Americans 
(Danzer, 2007), a transcript of a debate between two New Deal historians from 
CNN.com, and several analyses of the New Deal from bloggers and websites such as 
UShistory.org and Wikipedia.  What follows is an overview of what transpired over the 
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course of my observations.   
 First observation.  My observations began at the commencement of the unit’s 
culminating oral debate.  After checking in with each group about their debate roles and 
if they were waiting on any group members to arrive, Bill began class by addressing his 
students at a podium:  “Ladies and gentleman, it my great pleasure and esteemed 
privilege to host this debate,” he said (Observation, March 10, 2015).  “As we know, the 
New Deal was one of those controversial moments in American history….So I’m looking 
forward to hearing your comments and analysis as to whether the New Deal was a 
success or failure.”  Taking turns, each group addressed the class from the podium as Bill 
sat to the side, using a rubric to take notes on their performance.  Below are several 
examples of arguments and rebuttals by each group during the twenty-minute debate: 
Group 1 Speaker(s):  [After repeating verbatim several points from one of the 
sources] As you know, money doesn’t grow on trees.  We all know this.  So is the 
New Deal a failure…all because they could not pay our rent, buy us food, and 
give you a job all at once?  I think not.  The government can help you, but it 
cannot raise you….Without [the New Deal], America would not be what it is 
today.  We’d be poor, homeless…maybe not, but you wouldn’t be as far in the 
economy as you are. 
Group 2 Speaker(s):  During the New Deal, the poor got poorer because the rich 
was controlling all the industries.  The New Deal also only helped Whites and not 
Blacks…and it obviously didn’t end the depression….Frankly it was just a waste 
of money.  Our opponents may disagree with our opinions, yet we strongly 
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believe that instead of the New Deal saving the nation, its impact was worse. 
Group 3 Speaker(s):  Although you say that New Deal only helped White people, 
White people are humans as well.  As long as it was helping someone [audience 
begin laughing, one yells, ‘You Black!’].  If it wasn’t for the New Deal, do you 
honestly think we’d be where we are today?  I think not….Roosevelt rescued the 
banking system from collapse, but to get to the point, the New Deal was a success 
because it did help people, and not only White people, I don’t know? 
Group 2 Speaker(s):  [Rebuttal] I’ma just get right to the point.  The Black people, 
they didn’t get no help.  They were basically just left to defend themselves.  
Business people didn’t want to give them jobs [student from group 3 jokingly 
interrupts: ‘Well look at where we are today, Obama is the President, shut up’].  Is 
that because of the New Deal? 
Group 4 Speaker(s):  We believe the New Deal was a success because it brought 
the unemployment rate down.  At least one quarter of the American work force 
was unemployed before the New Deal….Roosevelt restored the confidence in 
America and perhaps the capitalism system…even though, he wasn’t able to help 
everyone.  (Observation, March 10, 2015).  
Bill wrapped up the debate by leading a whole-class discussion, gauging the 
students’ personal opinions on the issue.  Said one student, “I think it was a success 
because it created…a lot of acts like Social Security, which wouldn’t be here today if 
wasn’t for the New Deal” (Observation, March 10t, 2015).  This statement provoked 
another student to respond, “I think Social Security is like…some people just use it just to 
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get money, they don’t really need it…they’re just taking advantage.”  From this 
comment, which Bill praised as an excellent point, he reminded his students of the unit’s 
“bigger” question, Should government be more involved in our lives?, and asked them if 
government assistance in times of need acts as an incentive or deterrent for people to 
work, to which several students yelled out “deterrent” in response.   
As his students defended their reasoning, their arguments became increasingly 
grounded in their personal experiences, which Bill seemingly took delight in.  
Capitalizing upon one student response, Bill asked the class more follow-up questions: 
“Is it right to help our neighbors?...Should governrnment give a helping hand to people in 
need?...Is our welfare system today like this?” (Observation, March 10, 2015).  One 
student in response recounted a story of her aunt as evidence for why social programs 
need to be reduced, saying that her aunt has lived on welfare for nearly 10 years.  “How 
can we fix that?” Bill replied, to which several students offered up suggestions.  This 
prompted Bill to survey the class about other problems they perceived in their community 
and whether or not they believed government could or should play a role in mitigating 
them.  Bill concluded the lesson by assigning his students to complete an exit slip, asking 
students to finish the sentence, “The New Deal was a success/failure because….” 
Reflecting-in-action during and after the first observation.  Bill recalled only 
one on-the-spot deviation from his instructional plans during this lesson.  In our first VSR 
interview, he spoke of how during the whole-class discussion on government and its role 
in students’ lives, he intended to steer the discussion toward President Roosevelt and his 
advisors’ views on what caused the Great Depression.  However, Bill recalled that he was 
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pleasantly surprised by how much his students were participating in the discussion.  
Fearful that he “would have lost them” had he gone down the more content-centered 
road, Bill decided to keep the discussion more focused on his students’ personal 
experiences with government assistance (Interview, March 11, 2015).   
When the interview ended, however, an unexpected conversation between Bill 
and myself prompted another modification. Reflecting further, Bill said that he should 
have modeled this and other debate skills for his students prior to that class, which 
opened a dialogue between Bill and myself about different modeling strategies to 
consider for future instruction.  Our discussion yielded for Bill the idea of scrapping his 
plans for the following day and instead using my filmed footage of the debate during the 
class as a means to debriefing with his students their debate performances.  While not 
instantaneous, our dialogue prompted an on-the-spot modification to Bill’s practice in the 
midst of the unit, the details of which manifested within my second observation.   
 Second observation.  Bill began the class seated at the front of the room, 
instructing students to write down three things a good speaker does and three things that 
make a speech effective.  After about a minute, he called upon select students to share 
their thoughts, a sample of which included the following:  speaks loudly, speaks facts, 
makes eye contact, good posture, stays on topic, and is uplifting.  “You’re right on!” Bill 
responded to the class (Observation, March 11, 2015).  He continued with a brief lecture 
on other speech techniques, such as those used in literature and poetry (e.g.. metaphors, 
illiteration, iambic pentameter) before telling the class how he perceived the previous 
day’s debate.  While praising students for how they applied their experiences to the topic 
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toward the end of class, he said that they failed to follow directions and were frequently 
off topic during the debate.  A collective groan then rang out from the class when Bill 
explained that they would be watching their debate performance and looking out for 
things brought up during their opening discussion.  “I want us to learn from this 
exercise,” he reminded students.  Bill then told students that after the video he would be 
modeling for them how he thought the debate should have gone. 
 For twenty minutes, the students quietly watched the video (much of the sound 
was inaudible) with Bill pausing at select intervals for discussion.  A sampling of his 
comments and student responses follows: 
Bill [1st pause]:  How about eye contact?  Is she speaking loudly? 
Several students in unison:  No.  
Bill [2nd pause]:  What’s going on here?  Was this part of the directions? 
Student:  No. 
Bill [4th pause]:  [Directed toward student on film] Why did you lead with the 
Black-White argument there? 
Student:  Most of us are people of color, so it would have affected us. 
Bill:  So you chose a specific argument based on your audience?...All right, all 
right….I’m not sure I would have picked that same argument, but that makes 
sense to me.  [Speaking to entire class] That’s very important when you’re 
speaking in public, you need to make sure who is your audience.   
Bill [6th pause]:  This is where you guys started responding back and forth to 
specific arguments, and that’s what debate is about…so that was good! 
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Bill [7th pause]:  Its one thing to kind of grab things from the book…that’s 
learning a little bit.  But you don’t really learn until you take some of those facts 
and apply it to your own knowledge, and that’s where we need to go….The 
second group that comes up [points to them] you were woefully prepared, you 
guys didn’t do the research.  For two days, we did research and you didn’t really 
give one argument.  
 With ten minutes left, Bill attempted to debrief with the class why they were less 
engaged during the debate and more engaged afterwards.  “Everybody gets 
nervous….You gotta train yourself to talk slower,” Bill reminded students (Observation, 
March 11, 2015).  That many of his students were looking down during these comments 
clearly irked Bill, as he seemed to interpret their posture as evidence of inattentiveness.  
“Do we know everything, is that where we’re at?” he sarcastically asked his students in 
response.  Bill spent the remaining five minutes of class at the podium, offering his 
argument about the New Deal’s success and failure in an attempt to model effective 
debate skills.  The content of his “success” argument largely heroified President 
Roosevelt, while his “failure” argument focused on pre- and post-New Deal GDP 
statistics as evidence of its policy shortcomings.  Bill reminded students before they left 
how he skillfully wove facts into his argument while maintaining eye contact throughout 
his speech.    
 Reflecting-in-action between the second and third observations.  During my 
second VSR interview with Bill, he expressed dissatisfaction with his students’ 
understanding of the unit’s essential question during the debate.  Bill said, “I want them 
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to pull it together.  I have fragments….I don’t think they’ve really sat down and thought 
through it” (Interview, March 12, 2015).  In our third VSR interview, he explained 
further:  
They weren’t getting the fundamental arguments for and against this.  I was 
noticing, if they don’t feel they’re being tested on it, they won’t concentrate….It 
was very clear to me during the debate that they hadn’t prepared for it because the 
way it was supposed to go, they were supposed to get up there and argue for two 
minutes…make their three points.  Even Dasia made one point, Black exclusion 
point…nobody really came up with another point and there was no point-
counterpoint.  (Interview, March 19, 2015) 
Although Bill intended to begin his next unit on World War II the following class, he 
decided to push it to Wednesday and instead have his students address the essential 
question of the present unit through a formal essay.  “I’ve actually been thinking about 
this, what I might do is give them Monday to sit down…and say, ‘Here’s the packet, 
here’s your unit…I want you to start writing.”…I’ll do it almost like a DBQ,” he told me.  
Continuing, he said, “I just want to wrap it up and I’ll feel better putting it to rest that 
way” (Interview, date).  Again, this modification was neither instantaneous nor did it take 
place within the lesson, but Bill’s reflection helped reshape his plans during the current 
unit, the details of which manifested itself in my final observation.         
 Third observation.  On the side whiteboard of Bill’s classroom, instructions 
were posted that read:  “Take out your outlines, review them, and start writing” (Bill had 
assigned students to prepare an outline over the weekend).  “You need to write a five-
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paragraph essay today,” Bill told his students as the class began (Observation, March 15, 
2015).  He continued, “Given the work I’ve seen on the New Deal, you guys don’t seem 
to be getting it….I want a thesis…I want topic sentences supported by 
evidence…grammar and spelling count, we’re getting ready for MCAS.”  Bill reminded 
his class before they began that like the MCAS, this essay would be timed and due by the 
end of the period.  “I should have stayed home….I can’t do this, this is gonna bother me,” 
several students quietly uttered in response.    
 For the remainder of class, Bill’s students worked quietly by themselves on their 
essays as he circled the room, conferencing with select students at intervals to offer 
guidance on their writing.  “Don’t start with a preposition….That’s a very good 
thesis….Try to keep it smooth, and weave it into your writing,” he said to several 
students (Observation, March 15, 2015).  At one point a student, seemingly embarrassed, 
called Bill over and asked him, “What is a conclusion?”  Bill then brought her up to the 
front of the class to talk with her privately, while pointing out what had been written on 
the chalkboard:  “In your conclusion, explain your beliefs and how your essay proves 
them.”  As the class minutes dwindled, Bill sat to the side of the room while his students 
continued writing, the majority of them passing in what they had completed as the bell 
rang.         
Bill’s Reflections-on-Practice 
 Like for the case of James, the organization of what Bill thought about while 
reflecting-on-practice is not chronological and is divided along the two main ideas from 
my analytical framework: “approaching” and “coping.”  In the section on approaching, I 
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report on the main problems he identified throughout the unit, his explanations for why 
these problems were occurring, and the understandings and action plans that emerged 
from his reflections.  This is followed by the section on coping, which I divide into two 
of the three sub-sections from my analytical framework:  acceptance and concentrating 
on psychological rewards.  
Approaching problems.  When approaching problems (Roth & Cohen, 1986), 
teachers take an exploratory stance toward the problem and attempt to analyze the 
problem more deeply and solve the issue.  Of the problems Bill approached through his 
reflections, the two he honed in on were his students’ struggles to craft and support strong 
oral and written arguments.   
 Oral argumentation.  Throughout his reflections on practice, one thing Bill found 
problematic were the oral arguments his students were making about the New Deal.  For 
example, after the debate, Bill was very disappointed in some groups’ performances: 
I don't think they really understood the debate….I said, “Use the facts.'”….”We 
feel the New Deal was this because Roosevelt was able to accomplish this.  For 
example, he was able to do this.”…They should be able to intertwine facts with 
colloquialism.  (Interview, March 11, 2015) 
This criticism was not just limited to how his students were arguing but extended to what 
he perceived as weaknesses in the contents of their arguments as well.  At one point, for 
example, he said:   
I was somewhat disappointed that she started with that particular argument, the 
“Black” argument….I thought she started with the weaker argument...the fact that 
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Blacks and women were left out of the New Deal.  You should always start with 
your strongest argument first.  What she should have done was started with some 
facts, like, “For example, unemployment remained high.  There was a great 
enlargement of government, this set a very dangerous precedent for years to 
come.  The jobs were temporary.  In fact, World War II was right around the 
corner.”  She should have come on with the strongest argument.  And I'm 
surprised because she's a bright girl, usually.  (Interview, March 11, 2015) 
Bill found it troubling that many of his students were so focused on how the New Deal 
was racially discriminatory because, from his vantage point, it was an overly emotional 
argument devoid of “hard” facts.  To illustrate, at one point Bill said to me:    
I would have come in with the facts right away….To me, that's not what the 
debate should have been about and I don't know why.  That's an emotional 
argument.  “Was Jesus really the son of God?”  We can talk about it all we want, 
but when you have a quantitative argument, you can look at numbers and you can 
argue numbers.  That makes for lively debate.  You can put your fingers on 
something and there's plenty of that out there….There was one little article in the 
material about Blacks and women were left out of the debate….I expected her to 
come in with a much stronger argument, a much stronger lead in, you know what 
I'm saying?  The Great Depression was about numbers, the Recovery was about 
numbers.  (Interview, March 11, 2015) 
Re-watching one of his students argue that the New Deal only helped White people, Bill 
frustratingly and sarcastically added: 
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Yeah.  “It can only help White people.”  It had nothing to do with the fact that it's 
enlarged government, they spent 11 billion dollars, the jobs were temporary, 
unemployment stayed consistently at 19%.  It didn't even approach 1928 levels.  
Gross domestic product, I believe, never got higher than—he only improved it by 
3%.  These are numbers I know off the top of my head.  And all those numbers 
were laid out there for them.  All they had to memorize was a few fucking 
numbers and they would have done brilliant.  (Interview, March 11, 2015) 
Despite his essential question being open to interpretation, Bill also noticed how during 
the class discussion after the debate, a disproportionate amount of his students thought 
the New Deal was a failure, which, given his admiration for President Roosevelt and love 
of public policy, was disappointing to him.  In our last interview, for example, Bill 
seemed upset that so few of his students failed to grasp what Roosevelt’s New Deal 
programs were trying to do in spite of its shortcomings (Interview, March 24th, 2015).  
Ultimately, however, most problematic to Bill was the fact that his students were not 
analytical enough in their reasoning and that they failed to draw upon more quantitative 
data to support their claims.  “I want to see more facts,” Bill said.  “That’s where I think 
I’m getting at with all this.  I want them to start thinking more about facts in everything 
we do” (Interview, March 12, 2015).   
 Written argumentation.  Similarly, Bill reported he was concerned about the 
struggles students had in crafting and supporting their arguments in writing.  With several 
days to look over the essays his students handed in during my third observation, Bill 
noticed and was disappointed with how many of them listed facts but were not using 
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them properly, saying, “I saw some confusion on these papers….They had 
knowledge…but I saw people who had a lot of information who didn't know how to 
apply it to a good argument and I made comments on that.” (Interview, March 24, 2015).  
In other cases, he was bothered by the lack of specificity with certain facts in their 
arguments.  While looking at one of his student’s essays during an interview, for 
example, I asked him why he found the work so problematic, to which he responded:      
 Because it doesn't say—[pointing to the paper] it still says, “Spends tons of 
money on unnecessary needs”…by doing what?  What are you going to be 
writing about?  Right?  How?  “The New Deal was a success or failure by 
spending money on unnecessary needs—by spending money on blank, blank, and 
blank, it wasted money on unnecessary things.”  That would have been a lot 
better.  (Interview, March 19, 2015) 
Bill was also noticing that his students were not understanding the basic elements of 
planning and drafting an argumentative essay.   
They missed thesis.  A lot of people just threw a bunch of facts on the paper with 
no real argument….The one thing I noticed, they don't know how to write an 
outline….It's something that I need to address down the road.  I've even noticed it 
when we do the mini-Q's [briefly explain].  The DBQ's, that section that requires 
that, they don't even do that.  They really seem to be lost with outlines.  Which is 
unfortunate because it's such a valuable tool.  (Interview, March 19, 2015) 
This problem was particularly confusing to Bill, as he said he thought that leading up to 
the essay he had gone over these issues ad nauseam with students.  For example, when I 
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asked Bill about the reason for this issue, he initially deferred analysis and replied:  
You tell me.  I think I stressed it heavily enough.  I put an outline on the board; 
topic sentence, thesis, one, two, three.  I even put a friggin' paragraph:  ‘The New 
Deal was a success/failure because of blank one, blank two, and blank three.’  
Number two, topic sentence, then put under topic sentence number one, right?  So 
it was, like, copy this.  This is your thesis.  This is your second paragraph.  Topic 
sentence is about your first argument, your first piece of fact that supports it.  
Then I put the conclusion.  Tell me in your conclusion how your evidence proves 
your thesis.  It was all spelled out for them.  I don't know.  (Interview, March 19, 
2015) 
To Bill, the issues with argumentative writing were very troubling, as his students were 
only weeks away from taking the MCAS, the results of which could have dire 
consequences for the school given its “turnaround” status. 
Making explanations.  Explanations mark the phase of reflection where 
individuals begin their initial analysis of the problem and uncover possible root causes 
(Dewey 1933/1964; Rogers, 2002; Schön, 1983).  When pressed to explain and frame the 
foregoing problems, Bill initially entertained several possibilities, though most 
prominently, he located them within his students and school.  For example, when I 
prodded Bill to explain why the debate was so difficult for his students, he suggested that 
if he had different students or was in a different school, it would not have been the case, 
saying, “If this was Kingston [in a far more affluent community than the neighborhoods 
Hannahford High served] , I would have had a debate off the fucking charts.  It's 
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Hannahford!” (Interview, March 11, 2015).  This explanation came up again later when 
we were discussing his students’ difficulties with writing topic sentences in their essays.  
When I asked him whether his students actually knew what a topic sentence was, he 
replied:   
Jesus Christ, they're sophomores in high school, you would think so.  I mean, I 
can tell you that if I went down to Kingston High School they'd know that.  
Kingston High School, it's a research paper, a five page research paper.  So I'm 
just saying, “Jesus Christ, what the fuck?”  (Interview, March 19, 2015) 
Elaborating further, Bill explained his resentment in how he perceived other schools, 
most notably charter schools, as more set up to succeed than his school: 
It bothers me that kids are going to be left behind.  And I'm trying my ass 
off….And then I read in the [newspaper] how fucking charter schools are 
selecting the best and the brightest that we've got in [the city] and if you're not the 
best and brightest, they kick them the fuck out.  When they have the MCAS 
scores, they pick them.  And they keep the money, by the way, for the special ed 
kids, did you know that?  The special ed kids, if they drop them out before the 
MCAS, the money stays there.  Don't get me going with that shit....So it's scary.  
(Interview, March 19, 2015) 
 Bill also suggested his students’ previous teachers were part of the problem, 
especially with regard to their writing skills.  “The ninth grade teachers teach what a 
thesis is….So when they come out of ninth grade, I shouldn’t have to worry about thesis, 
I should be going into body paragraphs,” he said at one point (Interview, March 19, 
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2015).  He continued:  
[Their teachers] don't emphasize it enough….Let's face it.  We can't depend on the 
middle schools for anything because we've got a mixed bag coming out of the 
middle schools….Just send me kids who know how to write a solid thesis.  All I 
expect from my ninth grade.  I'll work up the body paragraphs….They had two 
good freshman teachers last year, I'm like, “Really?”  Now I got to look up the 
information for them.  What am I doing?  I'm not looking up the fucking 
information for them.  (Interview, March 19, 2015) 
 Not all of Bill’s explanations for his problems of practice were accusatory or 
defensive in nature.  For example, in thinking about why his students were listing so 
many facts in their essays but were unable to apply them to their arguments, Bill looked 
inwardly and theorized, “Perhaps I overemphasized the need for facts…they just went for 
facts” (Interview, March 19, 2015).  Indeed, that Bill wanted to see facts in their work 
was not likely to be lost on students given the amount of times he mentioned it 
throughout my observations.  Additionally, Bill theorized that part of the problem with 
his students’ writing might have stemmed from them either being confused about the 
content or confused by the newness of historical writing.  He explained:   
I think it could be two things.  It could be lack of mastery of the subject matter, so 
it's all  mixed up in their heads, so when it comes out, it's not organized.  I've 
always said, if it's organized going in, it's organized going out.  So I don't think 
they really understand it, they just kind of throw everything out and…I think one 
of the big transitions is for them writing for both an informational text point-of-
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view and for an English point-of-view.  Because from an information text point-
of-view, in history we're dealing with facts.  In English, “What is the author's 
point of view?”  It's a little different structure.  So I think  that's where they get a 
little lost.  (Interview, March 19, 2015) 
Bill further explained that at the onset of the year, the history department tried to align 
themselves with the ELA department so that students would see common writing 
conventions being taught across the curriculum (Interview, March 19, 2015).  However in 
light of his students’ struggles, he was beginning to question whether that should 
continue.  In Bill’s estimation, his students needed more discipline-specific writing 
instruction, the lack of which possibly explained some of the problems he was seeing in 
their writing.    
 Some context is needed here with regard to Bill’s explanations for his problems of 
practice.  It might initially appear as though he was either viewing his students through a 
deficit lens or simply deflecting some of the underlying instructional and cognitive issues 
at hand. However, to label Bill as “unreflective” here would be misguided for two 
reasons.  First, his rationale for doing an oral debate with his students in the first place 
was itself an instance of reflective practice.  To illustrate, before the unit began, Bill was 
already troubled by his students’ difficulties using evidence in writing, so much so that he 
theorized that changing his practices would help them understand it better.  
The last close reading, it was a mess!  It's like they never did one before.  I don't 
know.  So part of me is like, “Okay.”  I'm thinking, “How do I get them to 
understand using evidence in arguments better?”  So then I started thinking about 
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doing trials.  How do we introduce evidence to support our convictions?  And 
then I thought about debate where you can use evidence orally.  Maybe that'll help 
them understand how you need evidence.  (Interview, March 12, 2015) 
Second, as previously mentioned in my analytical framework, the explanation phase of 
reflection acts not as definitive but as tentative conclusions to problems of practice 
(Rogers, 2002).  As time went on, Bill began to look more inwardly at his own beliefs 
and instructional practices, as evidenced by the action plans and understandings Bill 
arrived at by the end of the unit, to which I now turn my attention.  
Drawing conclusions.  In the “conclusion” stage of reflection, teachers derive 
meaning from their experiences and theorize responses to their problems of practice 
(Rogers, 2002).   In reporting on the conclusions of Bill’s reflections, I again organized 
them by using the categories of understandings and action plans (Richardson, 1994). 
 Understandings.  Bill’s reflections yielded for him the realization that he had 
taken several things for granted about his himself and his students, the first of which 
pertainted to his students’ knowledge of government.  For example, he reported that upon 
thinking more about the underlying ideas and concepts within his unit on the New Deal, 
he realized it was one of the first times domestic policy was the central focus of a unit in 
his curriculum, which was something he did not consider prior to teaching it.  Said Bill: 
I think government as a whole for them is difficult.  When we get into 
government, the New Deal is a different unit for them and that's something I 
didn't really think much about.  The New Deal is essentially…the function of 
government.  It's not about the United States invading the Philippines.  It's not 
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about imperialism.  It's not about Manifest Destiny.  It's about government and the 
expansion of government and the role of government.  It's about economics.  
These are very new concepts for these kids and they really, up until now, don't 
have much background knowledge in government.  So you start talking about the 
Fed, you start talking about macroeconomics, you start talking about banking.  
You've got to take some time going into this unit to start talking about 
government and the structure of government….And I think…at least, I took that 
for granted.  (Interview, March 24, 2015) 
Related, Bill surmised that his own background and personal interests in the New Deal 
could have played a role in this oversight: 
For me the New Deal—maybe I was prejudiced by my own, I mean, I love 
government.  The New Deal was such a big moment for me because it changed 
government forever.  This is huge! The government is changed forever, this 
enlargement of government and social programs that affected our lives!  
(Interview, March 19, 2015) 
Bill did not hide his affection for President Roosevelt and the New Deal in our 
interviews.  Reflecting on the entire unit, he expressed regret over not building Roosevelt 
up enough and failing to get his students to see “what a masterful politician that he was” 
and that “kind of middle of the road he had to walk” with both liberals and conservatives 
(Interview, March 24, 2015).  And so it was significant that he was beginning to see how 
his own passion for and knowledge of the topic might have been a barrier to his students’ 
understanding of it.   
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 Bill said that he possibly took for granted his students’ lack of readiness to be 
completely self-directed learners, saying:    
Maybe I a bit overestimated what this particular class could do….Their abilities to 
work in groups, their reading levels, their energy levels, their academic 
endurance, their ability to do homework, their ability to do things on their 
own….I didn't do the same thing in my other classes….Because I didn't think the 
other classes were quite as capable as this particular class, this first period class.  
(Interview, March 24, 2015) 
On several occasions, Bill said that his reasoning for not providing much guidance 
leading up to the debate was purposeful.  He explained, “It was me, like, letting them take 
the bike out for a little test drive” (Interview, March 24, 2015) and “I had to kind of feel 
out my class to see where I could go with them.  It's about the middle of the year and it 
was time for me to push them a little bit” (Interview, March 11, 2015).  Looking back on 
the unit, Bill theorized that that decision was likely a “design flaw” (Interview, March 24, 
2015).   
 Action plans.  Reflecting on his lessons and the entire unit, Bill considered 
several revisions to his unit on the New Deal if teaching it again.  For example, in light of 
realizing his students needed more knowledge of government in order to understand the 
New Deal, he talked of prefacing the New Deal with an entirely separate unit on 
government: 
You have to build that into the unit a little bit, heading into this unit.  What is the 
role of the President?  Who is his advisors?  What is the purpose of a brain trust?  
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So they don't really understand that yet.  So when I talk about brain trust, well 
who are these guys? That meant nothing to them.  I'll probably design a unit that 
says, “What role does government have in our life?”  And then I would say, “If 
government is going to have a role, let's take a look at government, what are the 
branches of government, what can they do?”  And I would say, “Here's the 
legislative branch, what's their role, here's the executive branch, what's their role, 
and here's the judicial branch.”  So at least they know the basic functions of the 
three branches of government….I would talk a little bit about the Commerce 
Clause and the veto, the presidential veto and the override of the veto, because 
that's important.  Because when you talk about the Court Packing Plan, it doesn't 
really mean anything.  Nothing in the Constitution says that he can't appoint more.  
That doesn't have the same impact if they don't understand that there's nothing in 
the Constitution that says he can't appoint more and how people were against that.  
That doesn't mean anything to them if they don't understand there's nine justices.  
You have to cover that a little bit to get more bang out of your buck there….I 
think that's important because it is the first time we start talking about government 
in US 2.  (Interview, March 24, 2015) 
Bill also said that upon reflecting about the New Deal a bit more, he would need to teach 
his students more about what a bureaucracy is:    
In terms of this particular unit…if you look at all the agencies that were added 
on…they need to understand what a bureaucracy is.  We created a bureaucracy 
that really didn't exist that much before.  And then when you create a 
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bureaucracy, you've got to hire bureaucrats.  Government's hiring people.  Well, 
how are they hiring people?  To do what kind of jobs?  For them to truly 
understand it, they need to understand that component as well.  So, that would be 
the twist, I think I would go into it a little bit more.  (Interview, March 24, 2015) 
Implicit within these unit revisions for Bill was the realization that perhaps he overlooked 
the content knowledge, and by implication the instruction, his students needed to 
understand the essential question in the way he desired.    
 Additionally, Bill entertained a several ways to side-step the “government 
knowledge” issue completely.  One idea involved changing the curricular-instructional 
lens of the unit: 
Maybe next time around I won't focus so much on the New Deal itself in terms of 
success or failure.  Maybe I'll just kind of…downplay the New Deal itself and 
avoid the whole policy issue because of the issues of government and…just 
change the whole focus.  And just say, “Look at FDR, the fact that he was a polio 
victim.  He faced a difficult problem, how did he address that problem?”…So 
instead of, “How much can government?”, “How much can one person?”  Or—
how's that thing that Robert Kennedy said?—"One man can make a difference 
and every man should try."  Start off with the group.  How true is that or not true?  
Did FDR make a difference?  Change it up, change the role….Can one man make 
a difference?  Change the unit that way.  (Interview, March 24, 2015) 
Another idea involved simply shortening the unit.  “I wouldn't spend as much time on 
it….I think I would shorten the New Deal…and just treat it like any other unit,” Bill said 
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(Interview, March 19, 2015).  “I'd blow through it in a couple of weeks. ‘There was a 
problem, FDR came in, he tried some programs, boom.’  Move right into World War II.’”  
To Bill, changing his essential question and focus of the unit or shortening it were not 
only creative ways around the difficulties his students had with the unit but also a means 
of engendering some of the understandings about FDR he was unable to teach 
successfully the first time around.   
 Bill talked about other possible revisions of the unit, most of them related to 
providing more explicit guidance and scaffolding for his students.  For example, he spoke 
of how leading up to the debate, he would need to give his students slightly less 
autonomy and more protocols to follow: 
What I would need to do if I was going to put them in groups again, I would have 
to have real specific written protocols, specifically what they would have to do.  
One person, write it up.  Next person does this.  I would have to put them in 
groups, you have five minutes to assign this task.  There would have to be some 
person who was the coordinator and you have to do this, the written roles in five 
minutes.  It would have to be that detailed.  I think the lesson to be learned in all 
this is you need to build students up gradually to put them into groups.  
(Interview, March 11, 2015) 
The more prominent role Bill envisioned for himself also extended to how he would not 
let students self-select into their debate groups.  He explained after the first observation: 
You know how you go back and review it, your lesson, afterwards?  Perhaps a 
better way would have been to put them in pairs…they didn't work well in groups, 
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I guess that's the big thing I get back at this…the next time I do this…I'd probably 
preselect groups.  I'd be very careful of who I put who in groups with…because 
this was the first debate, I wanted to put them in groups they felt comfortable 
with….Because you know, the kids are funny, some of them—you know what I'm 
talking about.  They have personalities and some of them are shy.  But, I don't 
think I'd put them in groups of four….I think I would have to be more specific, a 
little bit more detail orientated…in their pairing and not just put friends together.  
(Interview, March 11, 2015) 
 Despite the many practical shortcomings Bill encountered throughout the unit, he 
said that he would not be deterred by them and, somewhat defiantly, vowed to “stay the 
course” and continue to push his students.  Upon reviewing his students’ disappointing 
debate performance, for example, he said, “Does that mean I don't do this kind of stuff?... 
I refuse to do that.  I'm gonna keep on doing this.  I'm going to keep on making them do 
shit like this on their own until they learn” (Interview, March 11, 2015).  While Bill’s 
plan to continue to do more of the same did not necessarily constitute a change in 
practice, it nevertheless was a course of action that suggested Bill viewed the unit as an 
instructional investment in future learning, even if there was little return as of yet. 
Coping with problems.  The concept of “coping” suggests that not all problems 
of practice can or should be solved by teachers (Lampert, 1999).  In coping with his 
practical shortcomings, Bill employed two of the three strategies from my analytical 
framework: acceptance and focusing on psychological rewards (Burke & Greenglass, 
1995; Lortie, 1975/2002; Peacock et al., 1993).  While it is possible that there were 
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troubling issues Bill postponed thinking about, these instances were neither as 
pronounced as with James nor did they reoccur to the point where I could infer Bill 
wanted to revisit them at a later time. 
 Acceptance.  While reviewing footgage of his second class, Bill said he felt that 
only half of his students were understanding the points he was trying to make by having 
them watch footage of themselves debating.  Asked about why more were not 
understanding the point of the lesson, Bill accepted the problem while pondering his 
students’ academic future: 
So I say out of that class, there's 25 students, there's seven that I'm just not going 
to get through to.  I've kind of resigned myself to the fact that, okay, there's seven 
that are going to fail.  As a teacher, you hate that.  But now that I've been doing 
this for nine or ten years, I can't fucking reach everybody.  I've got to help the 
ones I know that I can help.  And it kills me, believe me.  But I've got four 
students who are getting As.  There's a couple I've turned around…but...what's the 
role of government, right?  You push people hard enough so that they can push 
themselves.  I pushed them as far as I—at some point you've got to push 
yourself…I'm not gonna fucking take you home and do your homework for you.  
(Interview, March 12, 2015) 
Bill’s acceptance of this issue was less about his students’ impending academic failure, 
which he clearly took no pleasure in, but more about the limits of his ability to change it.  
His acceptance of this issue seemed rooted in a deepened understanding of the nature of 
teaching from his years of teaching experience and driven out of necessity—to not lose 
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sight of the few students he felt he was influencing.  And like James, he used a metaphor 
to help make sense of and rationalize his practice, appearing to see commonalities 
between the role of a democratic government as discussed in his unit and what he 
perceived to be the role of a teacher.   
 Finally, while Bill was troubled by and reflected upon his students’ struggles 
during the debate, he eluded to being accepting of it at the same time.  When asked to 
explain the tension between his goals for the debate and what actually transpired, he 
simply said, “Well, because it’s a process.  It’s a process” (Interview, March 12, 2015).  
Like James’ reflections, there was a sense of optimism or faith implicit in this response, 
that despite evidence to the contrary, Bill believed his students would get there 
eventually, as he chose to take the more long-term view of his students’ and his own 
development. 
 Concentrating on psychological rewards.  Like James, throughout his reflections 
Bill found rewarding many “small” successes that “softened the blow” of the foregoing 
problems.  And again like James, the rewards he found the most satisfaction in were the 
academic growth of his students and instances where particular students exhibited 
significant “breakthroughs.”  
 Academic growth.  Despite the many issues that provoked “pause” for Bill, he did 
focus his energies on a number of other perceived cognitive gains made by his students.  
For example, after his first lesson, he discussed how engaged his students were during 
their class debriefing session: 
I was actually happy with the open class discussion….They were actually 
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lively….I also  think that it was broadly from life….They understood the role of 
government more.  I got that sense from them too….I think they learned that there 
was a role of government in  their life.  I think they kind of understood 
government for the first time.  I think that became clear to me as I started having 
an open discussion with them.  That's something they didn't have prior to coming 
into this context.  So I was happy about that.  (Interview, March 11, 2015) 
To Bill, it was rewarding that his students were beginning to understand some of the big 
ideas of the unit and that they were making connections between the curriculum and their 
own lives.  Added Bill excitedly while re-watching the discussion, “This is where she 
brings in her aunt.  Interesting, isn't it, how she brought in her aunt?” (Interview, March 
11, 2015).  The significance of this moment was evident in my final interview with Bill.  
When asked to reflect on the extent to which he saw his vision of teaching manifest itself 
in practice, he cited this moment again, but not just for purely academic reasons: 
After the debate, yeah.  They were kind of talking and they started talking about 
their own personal lives and about the role of government and how should 
government help people….It was kind of interesting because once they started 
talking…they opened up more….I like that because that was kind of more them 
being themselves.  And that's good, 'cause I like doing that in a class once in a 
while because that kind of opens them up to me.  And that whole social dimension 
of a classroom…that they feel safe talking about things.  When you start talking 
about your aunt or this or that, that's important to me.  (Interview, March 24, 
2015) 
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 Bill also took solace in concluding that his students made some significant content 
gains from the unit.  Reflecting on his students’ understanding of the unit’s essential 
question, for example, Bill said, “They certainly understood it, to my satisfaction, that the 
New Deal was a Band-Aid, not a tourniquet.  They certainly understood that it helped 
stopped the bleeding, that some people were excluded…that it wasn't all encompassing” 
(Interview, March 24, 2015).  Added Bill, “I’m satisified…they certainly understood it 
didn't take us out of the Depression, but it certainly helped remedy the situation and 
offered people help and hope” (Interview, March 24, 2015).  That his students learned 
about several New Deal programs was also a measure of success for Bill.  
It was an interesting unit to me.  I know one thing:  They know what some of the 
programs were of the New Deal….They certainly know about the SEC, the FDIC.  
They know about the Public Works Administration.  They know about a lot of 
things, so I'm pleased about that.  They knew things that they didn't know going 
into it….And many of these programs endure, like Social Security.  They know 
that….They know the origins of these programs today and what they do….So I'm 
patting myself on the back for that as well, so that was good.  They know the stuff 
just didn't come out of thin air….There was a time that none of this was 
there….There was a time where if you were unemployed, nobody was there to 
help.  They know that people are marginally better today.  I think they understand 
that, which is good.  That government is there to help people.  (Interview, March 
24, 2015) 
 Although the majority of his students exhibited significant difficulty using 
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evidence orally and in writing, the evidence that a few students were excelling was not 
lost on Bill.  Reflecting on one of his students’ essays, for example, he said: 
This girl used a lot of sourcing.  Remember we talked about sourcing?  Some used 
a lot of sourcing.  And she underlined her sourcing.  Some of the papers were 
very, very good.  Now, can I expect that from all 93 of my students?  No.  But I 
got some high level work from a good 20% of my students.  (Interview, March 
24, 2015) 
Bill also tried to maintain a “glass half-full” view of the debate, honing in on a few 
students’ performances.  Re-watching his first class, he said, “The only person to me who 
used evidence was Adema, right?  She had evidence….I can't expect 15 year olds to be 
doctorates, but I saw some things I liked and I saw some things I can work with”  
(Interview, March 11, 2015).  He also said that he was pleased with how one student 
tailored her argument to her audience.  “That's a pretty high level fucking response.  They 
were taught that, write to your audience….I'm alright with that, I can live with that,” Bill 
said (Interview, March 12, 2015).  While these instances were few in number, they 
seemed to give Bill a semblance of reassurance about his effectiveness.   
 Breakthroughs with students.  Like James, the instances in which Bill expressed 
pride in his students’ dramatic improvement were broad in their scope.  For example, the 
growth of one of his students, Carlos, was something he touched upon more than once.  
While looking over Carlos’ essay, Bill said:      
Now Carlos, this was the kid that was sitting right there that I was talking to.. He's 
an S2 [district designation for students who receive additional resource and 
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learning services].  He turned his paper in late.  I haven't even graded it.  [Begins 
reading it] “I think the New Deal was a failure because the government was 
getting bigger.  Also, Black people were laid off.  The last thing is that 
unemployment rate went down, but rose back up.”  So, this tells me that he 
understood what I was talking about…a thesis!  His conventions and his style 
might be a little off, it's a little choppy, but he understood what he was supposed 
to do in the thesis….So the kid is getting it…and I feel good about that.  He tried 
his heart out.  (Interview, March 19, 2015) 
Added Bill in our final interview: 
And Carlos, my Carlos, my pal here.  He did a nice job in organizing and putting 
things  together.  And I was happy about that.  That's a great improvement for 
him!  Now, his syntax and his mechanics, we can work on that.  They can work 
on that in English and I'll help.  But from my perspective, in his organization, he 
set it up correctly, his sourcing, he did what I asked them to do.  So that was a 
success story for me.  There was some good points in all this.  (Interview, March 
24, 2015) 
Bill also recognized breakthroughs that went beyond his curricular-instructional goals.  
For example, like James did with one of his students, he found rewarding how a student 
was seemingly coming out of her shell a bit.  Said Bill during our fourth interview, “She 
actually raised her hand in class today for the first time….That's always such a great 
moment when that happens from someone who doesn't do it” (Interview, March 19, 
2015).  Bill also spoke ecstatically about several students making similar leaps when 
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reflecting on their debate performance:    
That's a huge step for her.  The girl that spoke in the first group.  Not one to speak 
out in class, not one to raise her hand.  For her to step up and volunteer to step up 
in front of the class.  She put a sweater on, she kind of dressed up.  That's a big 
step for her!...Helena, the woman who spoke with the shawl, quiet as a mouse.  
Quiet as a mouse.  For her to speak in front of the class, huge!  To get up in public 
at a podium, big step for her as a student.  On those levels, that's huge for some of 
these students.  For Helena to get up and have confidence in front of the other 
students, that's good!  (Interview, March 11, 2015) 
However “small” these instances were, the manner by which Bill discussed them 
suggested the oppposite, so much so that he maintained the debate was an overall success 
despite the weaknesses of the arguments delivered by students (Interview, March 19, 
2015). 
Summary 
Bill’s reflections primarily began and ended with his students.  His students’ 
difficulties in crafting and supporting oral and written arguments prompted exploration, 
while their content gains and increased sense of comfort in the classroom—as manifested 
in their willingness to speak publicly and talk about their personal experiences—
engendered validation.  And while the manner by which Bill framed certain problems 
was at times accusatory or deflective in nature, as time went on, he became more critical 
of his curricular-instructional decisions and even suggested that his own personal 
background and interests might have been at the root of the problems he was noticing.  
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Finally, in theorizing how to improve his practice, Bill discussed providing more explicit 
guidance to students about content (e.g., bureaucracy and government) and group 
protocols and changing the focus of the unit’s inquiry question altogether.  These possible 
revisions coupled with Bill’s persistent plan to give his students more opportunities to 
practice the skills they were having trouble were his large takeaways from the experience.  
In Chapter 5, I discuss in more detail how much of what Bill thought about during his 
reflections was driven not by his immediate curricular goals but by his teaching identity, 
his values, and his more long-range purposes for and vision of teaching. 
 
“A Place of Both Provocation and Healing”:  The Case of Ms. Kati Jones 
Background and School Context 
Kati Jones was a white female in her mid-thirties who spoke Haitian Creole 
fluently.  She earned a Bachelor of Arts in International Relations and earned a Masters 
of Education degree through the same urban teaching residency program that Bill 
graduated from.  After several years teaching in another urban district, Kati was in her 
first year teaching at the Arts and Humanities Academy (AHA), a full-inclusion Pilot 
School (Level 3 designation) with a student to faculty ratio of about 10:1 that emphasized 
both a college preparatory and a theatre arts-based curriculum.  The demographics of 
AHA’s student body closely reflected that of the district, with the exception of English 
Language Learners who represented only 5% of the school population.  The class that I 
observed Kati teaching was Humanities I:  The Artist and Society and consisted of 
roughly 20 ninth graders, the majority of whom were Black and Latino.   
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Educational Beliefs 
 Kati traced her history teaching roots as far back as the second grade, when while 
attending an international school in Japan, she received an impromptu history lesson from 
Lauren, one of her African American classmates.  Lauren told her on the way to lunch 
one day, “George Washington was bad, he had slaves…they were taken from Africa, 
stolen for slavery” (Interview, February 24, 2015).  Initially confused by and resistant to 
Lauren’s counter narrative, Kati recalls how pivotal this moment was for her: 
To me, that meant sometimes they’re feeding us crap in school, which is the truth.  
From that point on, I didn’t really rely as heavily on school.  I already had a 
critical consciousness from my Dad, but that point opened my eyes completely.  
(Interview, February 24, 2015) 
Lauren’s words reverberate in the back of Kati’s head to this day, having had a profound 
influence on her career path and view of history.  She entered the teaching profession in 
2010, mindful of history education’s implications for her students:  “Most of my students 
are not part of the dominant group,” she said, “so they have the most to lose if they don’t 
learn the truth about their past and our collective past” (Interview, February 24, 2015). 
 Kati’s purposes for teaching history closely align with Salinas, Blevin, and 
Sullivan’s (2012) idea of critical historical thinking, which rejects the neutrality of 
history and encourages students to “critique the master narrative” (p. 19).  As Kati put it, 
history is not about “memorizing a story” but “unpacking the fact that there are 
narratives, perspectives, and biases” (Interview, February 24th, 2015).  To remind 
students of this purpose continuously, large-print definitions of these and related concepts 
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(e.g., ‘counter narrative,’ ‘Eurocentric,’ ‘Afrocentric’) adorned her classroom walls.   
Asked about her history teaching identity, she spoke of wanting to give students the skills 
needed to be critical of how history is told in the interests of greater empathic ends.  She 
explained, “Even if you don’t care about history, hopefully you leave my class more 
evolved as a human…more willing or able to step into or try to step into someone else’s 
shoes.”  Kati envisioned her classroom ideally as a communal space where she acted as a 
facilitator and her students were “stepping into uncomfortable spaces” and not just saying 
what they thought she wanted to hear.  Given her critical disposition, she was particularly 
concerned about creating a safe space for her White students noting, “I’ve never had as 
many White kids in my classes….I always think about them…will they take a risk to say 
something where someone could potentially view them as racist?” (Interview, February 
24, 2015). 
 Toward these aims, Kati discussed several aspects of her practice, often citing her 
school’s overt social justice mission and professional culture as inspiration.  For example, 
she spoke of “stealing” from a colleague the idea of physically arranging the class in 
circles to foster a more communal atmosphere, and how at the beginning of the school 
year, she has made clear to her students that they would be spending part of their lives 
together and “not just having a business exchange” (Interview, February 24, 2015).  
Additionally, Kati explained that she shared with her colleagues a metacognitive and 
constructivist approach to teaching and believed that her students’ questions at the end of 
a lesson or unit revealed far more about their thinking than traditional assessments.  “A 
history student should really think that there’s no final answer,” she explained.  “What 
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you’re trying to do is just take the information you have and figure out what the next 
relevant question is.”  Finally, while Kati was skeptical of all content standards, she 
perceived the Common Core’s literacy skills as already embedded within her school’s 
“in-house” curriculum and, despite her school’s Level 3 status, sensed little to no 
pressure with regard to testing or accountability.   
Curriculum and Instruction 
 I observed Kati teach three times (at the beginning, middle, and end) throughout 
the course of a month-long unit on the Afrikan Diaspora, which was organized around the 
“big ideas” of race, resistance, and remembrance and framed through two essential 
questions:  How important is it to remember slavery?  How has your life been informed 
by the past?  (The spelling of “Afrika” in lieu of “Africa” throughout the unit was an 
intentional choice by Kati as the former spelling symbolized self-definition and predated 
European colonialism in the continent.)  The interdisciplinary unit, which she adapted 
from a unit created by some of her colleagues, aimed for students to make connections 
between the Diaspora and their personal-collective histories by critically analyzing and 
later creating a series of poems, songs, and short stories.  Supplemental materials and 
tasks for the unit included watching films about Colorism and the Transatlantic Slave 
Trade, conducting original research, learning about common literary devices used in 
poetry, and several quizzes.  
 First observation.  On the first day of the unit, Kati began class by playing for 
her students a video clip of Jamaican artist Muturaburka reciting his poem entitled, Dis 
Poem.  After playing the clip twice, she asked her students to take a few moments to 
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write down questions silently about the poem and their reactions to it.  “Highlight 
specific words that move you or impact you,” she reminded them while praising students 
who were on-task (Observation, April 13, 2015).  Asked to share some of their reactions, 
some students raised questions about the various people mentioned in the poem (e.g., 
Jomo Kenyatta, Patrice Lumumba), while others wondered why the artist used the 
pronoun “dis” instead of “this.”  To the latter question, Kati referred students back to 
their handout to find the author’s national origin and reminded them of how the poem 
was reflective of his culture and languge.  Before transitioning to a brief lecture on an 
overview of Afrikan history, Kati explained to the class that as “artist-scholars,” they 
would be engaging with many poems during the unit and later conducting research based 
on the questions provoked by them.  
 Kati began the Powerpoint lecture by reminding students that throughout, they 
would be using the dating systems, B.C.E. and C.E. in lieu of B.C. and A.D. because the 
latter were too “biased toward Christan people” (Observation, April 13, 2015).  On the 
first slide was a description of the “Pre-History” period with a bullet that read, 
“Humankind originates in East Afrika,” which provoked the following exchange between 
Kati and one of her Latino students: 
 Student:  Wait, everyone’s ancestors? 
 Kati:  Yeah, you forgot? 
 Student:  Hold up, then why am I so light-skinned?! 
Kati [clarifying another student’s response to the question]:  All right, so what I 
think she was saying is that even if our more recent ancestors are from other 
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places originally, we can all trace our roots back to ancestors in Afrika.  
 Student:  But my question is, why is it that I’m so pale?! 
 Kati:  Great question, we’ll touch on that later. 
Kati went through the remaining slides, pausing at each to ask clarifying questions about 
the remaining time periods (Ancient Period, Diaspora, Colonization, Decolonization).  
The lecture concluded with Kati plotting each of these periods down on a timeline 
through a document camera with her students expected to do the same on their class 
handout.    
 For the remaining 30 minutes of class, Kati had the class working in small groups, 
tasked with coming up with and presenting an artistic representation of the 
aforementioned periods of Afrikan History.  The instructions, which were scaffolded into 
incremental steps for students, also gave them several options from which to choose for 
their product: a comic strip or graphic novel, a brief play or skit, and a song or rap.  As 
students worked together rehearsing their ideas, Kati visited with each group to 
conference with them, offering encouraging remarks and referring students back to their 
lecture notes in efforts to remind them to emphasize the content as much as the artistic 
elements of the product.   
 Second observation.  Kati began class by having students share out some of their 
current reflections on the unit’s essential questions and themes.  “It’s not a yes or a no, 
it’s more like a, ‘How important is it [to remember slavery]?’” Kati reminded students 
(Observation, April 16, 2015).  The discussion began with one student remarking that the 
Afrikan Diaspora in and of itself was reason enough to remember slavery, while another 
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student, likening slavery to the Holocaust, cited the magnititude of its impact as why 
remembrance was so important.  A third student, however, spoke cautiously of 
remembering slavery in that it could bring up negative feelings and ignite tension 
between racial groups.  Affirming and challenging his remarks, Kati said, “I hear what 
you’re saying, like when there’s a conflict between two people, usually at some point you 
try and move on…my thought is, when there’s a conflict...there’s a talking about it or an 
apology from both sides.”  The discussion took a left turn when another student, 
remembering from a previous class a video they watched of a geneticist explaining 
Europeans’ ancestral roots in Afrika, wondered how people could know for sure that the 
geneticist was not lying.  “I love the level of skepticism for our sources,” Kati replied 
laughingly while adding on how the “science” within the Eugenics movement held up for 
many years until it was disproven.  Closing the discussion, Kati reminded students that in 
contemporary scientific fields, things like peer-review are in place to ensure the 
reliability of researchers’ findings (Observation, April 16, 2015). 
 The class then transitioned to a viewing of a one-person theatrical performance 
entitled “Emergency,” by Daniel Beaty.  Kati instructed her students to, while watching 
the video, make connections between the film, the Diaspora, and the unit’s essential 
questions and to record them on their handout.  Before viewing the video, she reminded 
students of also connecting it to the course’s central theme:  “There’s a whole other layer 
to this piece….We’re looking at this one-man show…its about his persepctive on the 
legacy of slavery….I want you to also think about the role of the artist in society” 
(Observation, April 16, 2015).  After ten minutes, Kati paused the video to have students 
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write down their reactions.  While they were writing, Kati capitalized upon a comment 
made by one of her students about how the actor was taking on many perspectives in his 
performance:  “Joe just made a great point,” she announced to the class, “that the actor 
portrayed a lot of characters…so maybe dig into those perspectives.”   
 In sharing their responses, some students spoke of the artist’s satrical intentions, 
pointing out how his characters represented certain racial stereotypes.  One student, 
however, commented on how some of her classmates wrongly perceived Beaty’s 
“sophisticated” character as White, saying:  “It was kind of a stereotype when some of us 
thought that the guy was White…when people say, ‘Oh, you talk like a White man’…you 
can’t talk a color!” (Observation, April 16, 2015).  Said another student about this 
character, “I think he was more of an ‘Uncle Tom,’” which prompted Kati to briefly 
explain to the class the term’s historical origins.  For the remaining fifteen minutes, Kati 
continued with select portions of the video, instructing students to again record their 
reactions to it for homework.    
 Third observation.  In the weeks leading up to this observation, Kati’s students 
had read several short stories related to or influenced by the Afrikan Diaspora.  The class 
began with Kati explaining to students the unit’s culminating assessment, which required 
they create an original piece of fiction that either added onto or changed the ending to one 
of the stories they read.  To prepare them for the writing process, Kati had the students 
listen to an audio clip of author Junot Diaz reflecting on his experiences writing a story 
they had read.  “A little bit of additional context,” Kati reminded students before playing 
the clip, “[Junot] is talking about how his writing process is different from his 
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colleagues” (Observation, May 10, 2015).  Before debriefing the clip with students, Kati 
instructed them to reflect on and respond to several questions silently after the clip had 
finished and to then share their responses with one another.  Examples of the questions 
included:  “What comparison is Diaz making between dictators and authors?”  “What do 
you think Diaz means when he states, ‘One of the side effects of telling a story is that you 
silence other stories?’”   “Can you relate this to anything you’ve learned about or 
experienced in your life?”  “How do Diaz’s words impact you as a writer? As a reader?”  
“What responsibility do you think you have as a writer, according to Diaz?” 
 During the debriefing session that followed, students appeared to understand 
some of Diaz’s main arguments about the similarities between dictators and authors.  
Said one student, “They both speak with one voice,” while another student added, “They 
both control what happens” (Observation, May 10, 2015).  However, it seemed as if for 
some questions, the students needed a bit more prodding and guidance from Kati than she 
planned.  For example, the following exchanges occured:  
  Kati:  When you read a book though, do you feel like its necessarily one person 
speaking?  [Silence.]   Not necessarily, what does Diaz elude to that can be 
deceptive to the reader?  [Silence.]  So a dictator has lots of people working for 
him, right?  And sometimes different people who are his spokesman…but 
ultimately it’s the dictator whose calling  the shots, right?  Whereas with an 
author, there might be lots of different voices in the  story, but ultimately whose 
controlling all of those voices? 
Student:  The author? 
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Kati:  The author, right?  So this is the comparison he’s making….What was Diaz 
saying about the relationship between the author and the audience?  He was 
saying something, that people were longing for something.  What are they longing 
for? 
Student:  People want to belong? 
Kati:  True, but what about in terms of what Diaz was saying?  What kind of 
stories do people want?  [Student offers close ? response.]  Yeah!  People are 
looking for a simplified story, right?  Most of us, daily basis, we’re busy, we 
don’t want something that’s gonna give us a headache.  We want something that’s 
easy, we wanna watch Family Guy, no one’s gonna go home and read War and 
Peace to relax.  
For the remainder of class, Kati conferenced with individual students as they 
brainstormed ideas for their stories. 
 Explanation for the lack of reflections-in-action during Kati’s lessons.  While 
it is probable that Kati did make several thoughtful on-the-spot modifications during her 
lessons, these instances did not surface during the VSR interviews.  As for why that 
occurred, there are several possible reasons.  First, expert teachers are generally more 
metacognitive and able to report their interactive thinking than novice teachers (Berliner, 
1994, 2001).  Though Kati was an experienced teacher, she was the least experienced of 
all the participants.  Moreoever, for all intents and purposes she was a novice with regard 
to her school and the unit she was teaching.  As such, Kati might not have been aware of 
instances where she reflected-in-action, which naturally would affect her ability to 
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explicate the reasoning behind them in our interviews.  Second, novice teachers are not as 
flexible in their interactive decision making as expert teachers are (Westerman, 1991).  
Experts are able to modify their interactive decisions, analogous to reflecting-in-action, 
while still remaining driven by their learning goals.  Therefore, it is possible that given 
Kati’s inexperience with her curriculum, instances of reflecting-in-action never occurred 
at all for her.  Finally, there exists the possibility that Kati simply had little interest in 
reporting her interactive thinking and decision-making.  As evidenced from my 
experience with James, it is likely that when confronted with her teaching, Kati found it 
more prudent to reflect on her practice, especially given the amount of questions the unit 
raised for her. 
Kati’s Reflections-on-Practice 
 Like the previous two cases, the organization of Kati’s thoughts while reflecting-
on-practice is not chronological and is divided along the two main ideas from my 
analytical framework:  “approaching” and “coping.”  In the section on approaching, I 
report on the main problems she identified throughout the unit, her explanations for why 
these problems were occurring, and the understandings and action plans that emerged 
from her reflections.  This is followed by the section on coping, which I divide into all 
three sub-sections from my analytical framework:  postponement, acceptance, and 
concentrating on psychological rewards.  
Approaching problems.  When approaching problems (Roth & Cohen, 1986), 
teachers take an exploratory stance toward the problem and attempt to more deeply 
analyze and solve the issue.  Kati explored several problems in her reflections:  her 
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students’ comprehension of the unit’s big ideas, her students’ difficulties challenging 
their beliefs, and the extent to which her curriculum and instruction were inclusive. 
 Comprehending big ideas. Kati’s unit was structured around the themes of race, 
resistance, and remembrance; the latter concept she used to devise one of her essential 
questions about the legacy of slavery.  She often focused on how some students were not 
understanding these ideas in as nuanced a way as she had hoped.  For example, while 
reviewing footage of her class discussion about the importance of remembering slavery, 
she found one student’s response problematic: 
The general sense of what he was saying was, “It happened in the past, we need to 
leave it in the past.”…The counterargument…would be, “America as a society 
has never properly dealt with the issue of slavery.”  Yes, there’s some learning 
about it, but do we look at all the systems that it informs?  Has there ever been a 
national dialogue?  Has there ever been a true apology?  Do we count Bill 
Clinton’s little apology x amount of years later?  (Interview, April 17, 2015) 
Kati touched upon similar thinking while reflecting upon some of her students’ quizzes at 
the end of the unit: 
In some of the quizzes I was looking at, it was extra credit like, “Respond to one 
of these,” or whatever, and the kid was like, “[Slavery] was important, but it 
shouldn’t affect us now.”  And I was like,..“Ooh, that’s the wrong answer.”  It 
shouldn’t, but isn’t the whole  point of everything that you’ve learned…it 
obviously still does impact things.  (Interview, May 19, 2015) 
Kati understood that her essential question—How important is it to remember slavery?—
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provided some leeway for students to give such responses, but that did not prevent her 
students from failing to grasp the deep legacy of American slavery and, more broadly, 
how the past continues to inform the present.  Said Kati dissapointedly:  
Again, the whole necessity for a course like this is because the trend historically 
in the United States is this Eurocentric presentation of reality, presentation of 
history….So, yeah.  It would’ve made my year if some kid had been like, “Oh, 
snap.  That’s just like….”…You know what I mean?  (Interview, May 14, 2015) 
The final stories that Kati’s students submitted also provoked pause for similar reasons.  
Discussing one student’s work, she said:   
One of the themes that we had looked at was resistance….When he explained it, 
he was  like not even connecting it…maybe in his mind it was connecting…but it 
didn’t seem like the connection to him was clear.  Basically what happened in that 
story that you didn’t get to read is like…it’s set around the time of the American 
occupation and there’s just not a lot of economic opportunity for these people, and 
so…some of the White folks that have come down have set up businesses, and 
this one guy is like trying to take advantage of women by, you know, he’ll give 
you a job but you have to go along with his…feeling you up and whatever else.  
(Interview, May 19, 2015) 
 Finally, Kati discussed with me her disappointment in her students’ understanding 
of racism, saying:  “What I’m perceiving is a lot of the kids having a surface level 
understanding… or I would say just a narrow view of racism” (Interview, May 19, 2015).  
As with her students’ perceptions of slavery, Kati concluded that many of her students 
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were in a very concrete place with the idea of racism, which was surprising to her.  She 
explained:  “I thought this would be like, an easier unit….Am I pushing their thinking too 
much or how do I get them to have these conversations?  That’s not as easy as I thought it 
would be” (Interview May 14, 2015). 
 Challenging pre-existing beliefs.  Another related problem Kati zeroed in on was 
her students’ insistance to cling to their pre-existing beliefs.  After my second 
observation, for example, while watching her students discuss their reactions to the play, 
Emergency, she lamented:   
What happened over the course of the class is students were sort of articulating 
points  that they already felt…do you know what I mean?  [Beaty] brings up 
different points and different perspectives and clearly there’s a bias, which the 
kids identified in his art.  Even so, there are points that he brings up which I don’t 
know how much the kids were grappling with.  It’s sort of like getting students to 
grapple with information that doesn’t just go along with what they’re already 
thinking.  (Interview, April 17, 2015) 
This problem of resistance to new ideas was brought up on several occasions throughout 
our final interview as well.  However, she remained uncertain about the extent to which 
she did enough to rectify this issue.  Said Kati, “I guess that is what I’ve been grappling 
with…did I push the kids whose realities were validated in some way?  Did I push them 
enough beyond that?  All of that stuff.  I don’t know” (Interview, May 19, 2015).   
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 Inclusiveness.  Like James, Kati was also concerned about the extent to which her 
practices and classroom environment were inclusive enough.  At the end of the unit, for 
example, she reflected about the few White students in her class, saying:  
I’m still really thinking a lot about…what happened with the White kids.  Not as 
many of them shared out, not as many of them were as engaged with the 
discussions.  I’m just wondering, like, is that okay?  Their eyes are being opened 
and they’re processing a lot and they’re not sure what to say?  (Interview, May 
19, 2015) 
For her White students seemed to feel safe enough to contribute to discussions about race 
was something that had been on Kati’s mind for most of the school year (Interview, 
February 24, 2015).  Thus, it was especially concerning that months later she perceived 
that goal had yet to come to fruition. 
 Kati also reflected extensively about the inclusiveness of her curricular-
instructional decisions.  One such example occurred after my first observation when Kati 
said she realized in the midst of her lesson that one of her lecture slides on Afrikan 
history was implicitly confirming a dominant narrative.  She explained:  
I was like, “Oh, man, this in a way is also Eurocentric because it’s privileging the 
Trans-Atlantic slave trade.  It doesn’t talk about the slave trade that happened in 
the Muslim-Arabian Peninsula.  Um, the slave trade that happened in the east 
coast of Africa.”  So I was like, “Fuck, well, I have to slip that in somewhere 
else.”…I was like, “This totally is silencing that whole history,” you know what I 
mean?  Whoops.  (Interview, April 13, 2015) 
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When I asked Kati about what prompted this observation, she explained that while 
visiting with groups during class, she remembered the national origin of one her student’s 
families, saying “Maybe because it’s Aniyah, whom you saw talk to me a lot during 
class….Her family is from Somalia and, um, maybe that’s why I had East Africa more in 
the brain” (Interview, April 13, 2015).  In another example, Kati was critical of some of 
the assumptions embedded in the language she was using in her lecture slides.  In one of 
them the word “advanced” appeared, which prompted the following:  
I would say a big thing that I struggle with, um, in terms of content all the time, 
not just in this class…but in general is like, the construct “advanced.”  As they 
were reading this one, I was thinking about that because I was like, “complex 
implies better.”  In my mind, it’s not necessarily better, right?  Because if you 
look at ancient Egypt, the only way that they were able to build the pyramids is 
that they had all these slaves.  If you look at the “pre-history,” those are 
essentially classless societies, there’s no class.  The more complex societies, what 
characterizes them, is that they have different social levels, right?  Different social 
class levels.  (Interview, April 13, 2015) 
By not focusing enough on egalitarian cultures in her curriculum, Kati was concerned 
that she was implicitly privileging the narratives she so wished to challenge in her class. 
Making explanations.  When teachers approach problems, a crucial part of the 
process entails theorizing possible explanations for why they are occuring (Dewey 
1933/1964; Rogers, 2002; Schön, 1983).  When pressed to explain and frame some of her 
problems of practice, Kati was very critical of her curricular-instructional decisions and 
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goals, though she often remained uncertain about whether her explanations were valid or 
not.  At the end of the unit, for example, when discussing why one student was not 
understanding the theme of resistance, she pondered:   
I’m just wondering to what extent did I not facilitate connecting the dots enough 
for them….There’s this greater framework, which I know I talked about but, like, 
did he just not get it because he’s the way he is?  He focused on one part and he 
was off with that.  Or could I have done more?  Like, taking them back and 
saying, “How come these White people have money, and how come these folks 
who aren’t descendents of Africans seem to have jobs and businesses and money, 
and be in these positions of power, and these other folks don’t?”...So I’m 
wondering what, even if it’s just little homework assignments, could I work in to 
have them more processing history, you know what I mean?  (Interview, May 19, 
2015) 
Kati also theorized that issues with her essential questions partially explained why some 
of her students were not understanding the unit themes, and to some extent, why they 
were not challenging their beliefs.  At the beginning of the unit, for example, Kati 
questioned not only the wording of the questions but the timing of how they were 
introduced:  
I’m still just, like, thinking about those questions, like…were these the best 
questions?  So I’m still, like, looking at that….I don’t know, just because…these 
were more reflection questions you ask sort of at the end and…I think they are 
important and I do wanna be having the conversations but I feel like…the 
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students, you can see, they already have kind of strong feelings about both of the 
questions.  But, yeah, I just don’t know how much he was taking in, or any of 
them that had strong opinions were taking in….And I don’t know whether 
changing the question would affect that or not, do you know what I mean?  And I 
don’t know whether engaging with the questions later….I guess what I’m saying 
is, maybe my concern is that we’re trying to engage with these questions too soon.  
(Interview, April 17th, 2015) 
In our final interview Kati again was skeptical of her essential questions.  Reflecting on 
why some of her students were not grasping the legacy of American slavery, she 
suggested, “Maybe that means it’s not the right question” (Interview, May 19, 2015).  
Kati said that even for her personally, she was in a confused state about her essential 
questions, so much so that she reflected critically on how the concept was introduced to 
her as a pre-service teacher.  She explained:  
I’m not sure how I feel about those two as essential questions for the whole unit.  
A good essential question should be open-ended, and those are to a certain 
extent….Yeah, it’s sort of like…there’s just so many meta-questions for me about 
the whole thing….I feel like in grad school, for example, they do talk about 
essential questions.  You’re supposed to magically grapple with this rich essential 
question….There’s so much to think about….I’m so in a place of not knowing 
right now.  (Interview, May 19, 2015) 
 From these observations, Kati also began to question the appropriateness of her 
unit goals and her students’ readiness to reach them.  Reflecting about why some of her 
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students maintained a simplistic understanding of racism, she said:      
I’m also wondering, for them to have this nuanced understanding….Is that just 
what your average ninth grader is capable of grasping, or is it because I did a 
crappy job?  Maybe that’s too ambitious of a goal to have for a whole class or 
whatever…in terms of, um, some kids will get there, but for their age and 
maturity level that they’re at and the  amount of time we got to spend on it, that’s 
too much.  (Interview, May 19, 2015) 
Whereas James and Bill were somewhat secure in their explanations for their problems of 
practice, Kati at times appeared to be leaving the unit with far more questions about her 
practice than she had answers.  Nowhere was this better exemplified than when, in a 
light-hearted moment, she picked up the voice recorder and implored prospective history 
teachers to rethink their career aspirations:  “History teachers, it’s not too late to do 
math!” (Interview, May 19, 2015).     
Drawing conclusions.  In the “conclusion” stage of reflection, teachers derive 
meaning from their experiences and theorize responses to their problems of practice 
(Richardson, 1994; Rogers, 2002).  Unlike James and Bill, Kati seldom made statements 
that suggested she had arrived at any concrete conclusions that were not action-oriented.  
Therefore, my reporting on her conclusions omits the category of “understandings” and 
focuses exclusively on the few action plans she articulated.   
 Reflecting on her lessons and the entire unit, Kati generated a number of 
instructional ideas for future situations.  One such example involved teaching a unit that 
would encourage students to challenge the construct of “advanced,” something she 
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regretfully was unable to address during her Diaspora unit.  
In the future…the unit that we just did, “Africa Lives,”…I would rather have 
them study a hunter-gatherer society.  To still really blow their mind and to sort of 
reexamine…what is progress?  What is being advanced?  You could look at those 
hunter-gatherer societies and some of them still exist today in Africa and around 
the world and be like, “Whoa, well, they don’t have these other problems that we 
have today,” right?  They don’t have iPads….They didn’t have all those things 
then, they still don’t have them now, but they also don’t have depression and 
suicide, perpetrating massive slave trades or whatever else, you know what I 
mean?  (Interview, April 13, 2015) 
Kati further explained that she would have been able to address this issue if not for the 
fact that, despite her years of teaching experience, this was still her first year in a new 
school teaching a new curriculum.  She reflected that with more experience, she would 
have more time to think about and implement this plan.   
 Another teaching idea Kati generated involved an activity that would help 
cultivate a more empathic and inclusive classroom culture.  In response to her conclusion 
that her White students did not contribute to discussions as much as she had hoped, she 
said: 
Maybe next year I could do something, like, at the beginning of the year, when 
they’re sharing, I could take a survey…about their family history and stuff, “How 
do you self-identify?”  And then…have some sort of primary documents and 
group them according to how they self-identify.  They have to, you know, grapple 
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with a historical text, a primary document from someone outside of their group, 
you know what I mean?  Just as an empathy building activity.  That would push 
students of color into a place where they’re not just focused on the role of people 
of color in the Diaspora.  You get what I’m  saying?  (Interview, May 19, 2015) 
More time spent grappling with a variety of historical texts was something that came up 
again for Kati when thinking about how to push her students more out of their comfort 
zones.  “I think they need to do some more discovery on their own…more like discovery 
with primary sources,” she said at one point (Interview, April 17, 2015).  Kati further 
clarified that more inquiry and self-discrovery activities in her Diaspora unit would not 
only give her students more ownership of their learning but also provide them with a 
more diverse base of historical knowledge from which to draw upon when making 
claims.       
 Kati said that if she were teaching her unit again, she would need to tweak her 
essential questions or be more intentional with the existing ones.  For example, she said 
that from class to class, she did not explicitly relate each lesson back to her essential 
questions enough (Interview, May 19, 2015).  Related, Kati considered adding on a 
different essential question to the unit, saying: 
I’m wondering if I could’ve…put one other question in addition to number 1 to 
somehow more overtly prompt them to make that connection between what we’ve 
been learning about overall in the course…about perspective and bias and the 
telling of history.  (Interview, May 14, 2015) 
These revisions, according to Kati, would better help her students see the forest for the 
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trees, not just within the unit but throughout the entire course.    
Coping with problems.   Like James, Kati employed all three strategies from my 
analytical framework in coping with her practical shortcomings: postponement, 
acceptance, and focusing on psychological rewards (Burke & Greenglass, 1995; Lortie, 
1975/2002; Peacock et al., 1993). 
 Postponement.  Kati wanted her students to be critical of how historical 
knowledge is constructed and disseminated.  An issue arose during my second 
observation that suggested perhaps some students had taken that idea to an extreme.  
While reviewing her class discussion about Europeans’ ancestral roots in Afrika, Kati 
focused on the undisciplined skepticism of one student and her response to it:    
And then Tyree, when he brought up the thing about the Chinese researcher who 
was a  genetic specialist….And then he was like, “Oh, why don’t you just, um, 
how do we know he wasn’t paid to say that Chinese people evolved from Africans 
or whatever?”  And then that whole thing about the source….I don’t know if I 
handled that the best way.  I probably have to look it over and think it over some 
more.  I just wanted to encourage their skepticism about sources, you know what I 
mean?  (Interview, April 17, 2015) 
When Tyree made this comment during her class, Kati had replied that scientists’ 
findings were often peer-reviewed to prevent the publishing of misinformation.  In her 
reflections, however, she was seeemingly questioning her decision to not unpack the 
issue further with him or was unsure of how to go about doing so.  Tyree’s comments 
exemplified in some ways an unintenteded consequence of Kati’s teaching.  Similar to 
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VanSledright’s (2002a) reflection, she was left with the problem of how to help her 
students move beyond an overgeneralized suspicion of information.  And while this issue 
was not something Kati was continually troubled by throughout the unit, she said that she 
“bookmarked” this moment during class as something she needed to think through more.  
 Acceptance.  Like Bill, one problem Kati accepted, albeit reluctantly, was the 
poor academic standing of some of her students.  In reflecting on how her unit goals did 
not come to fruition immediately, it brought to mind a discussion she had with a 
colleague the previous day about how to help her struggling students:     
This is what I was talking to her about yesterday.  There are all these kids who 
have missed a lot of assignments and are really doing poorly grade-wise because 
they haven’t turned in stuff, and some of them its cognitive, and others, their 
personal organization skills, their executive functioning or whatever, isn’t there 
yet.  I’m telling them, “Come after school, come after school,” and some of them 
are not coming and it’s stressing me the hell out.  And she was like, “You gotta 
put it out there and then it’s their choice.  If they make a bad choice, you keep 
trying.”…And I’m like, “I wish I could be like them, they’re not all angsty about 
it.”…I get in this angsty place, I think a lot of teachers do, where you’re like, “Oh, 
they’re not gonna make it.”  And it’s not all in our hands.  It’s tricky finding the 
balance.  (Interview, May 14, 2015) 
This attitude of acceptance also surfaced as Kati reflected upon the overall success of the 
unit.  In our final interview, she expressed reservations about the enduring message she 
feared some of her students were leaving the unit with.  “Is this fostering them into a 
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place of self-pity and inaction?” Kati wondered aloud (Interview, May 19, 2015).  “Is it 
indulging a sense of a lack of personal efficacy?  Like, ‘It’s just the way it is, it’s fucked 
up.’…Are we just turning shit up, are we making it better?  You know what I mean?”  
Yet despite uncertainty about whether her unit may have engendered more despair than 
empowerment for students, nonetheless she accepted it.  Said Kati, “That’s the whole 
thing, I guess, right?  We don’t know, we can’t control how they make meaning out of it 
and what they then do with it.”    
 At the same time, Kati accepted other problems more optimistically.  As early as 
my first interview with Kati, she analogized herself to a gardner and spoke of the 
important role faith plays in her practice:  
I think about how as educators, we plant seeds but don’t see them all come to 
fruition.  That’s where, for me, the concept of faith comes in that if I do a good 
job that even if they don’t get it quite how I want them to, there’s a benefit to 
them discovering it.  There’s a benefit to their self-discovery too because then it is 
theirs.  (Interview, February 24, 2015) 
This type of faith, which differs from religious faith and is explained further in Chapter 5, 
surfaced on several occasions throughout Kati’s reflections.  Toward the end of the unit, 
for example, Kati reported she believed her students would one day understand some of 
the messages she was trying to impart through her unit despite current evidence 
suggesting otherwise.  She explained:  
When things sort of fall a little flat or short of where I want them, I always sort of 
console myself with, “Well, I’ve planted the seed.”  One of the things that stands 
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out from my  memory of high school, I think it was ninth or tenth grade English, 
being like, “Who decides what a classic is?  How is that even decided?”  I 
remember having this  conversation with my English teacher where she kind of 
couldn’t tell me.  I knew that it was an important question that I was asking 
because of the way she responded, but I didn’t really get a clear answer.  I think 
that stands out in my memory because there was very little of those kind of like, 
meta-questions going on…those sort of critical theory-type questions.  That’s one 
way I can console myself.  Well, at least I played them this really cool clip from 
this author that they read and loved, grappling with this shit, you know what I 
mean?  Maybe even if they don’t get it now, they’ll come back to it. (Interview, 
May 14, 2015) 
In this example, Kati recalled her own experiences as a learner grappling with the types 
of questions she was now promoting as a teacher.  By virtue of Kati’s teacher being 
unable to answer her question, a seed was planted in Kati’s mind, one that continued to 
grow long after the fact.  Kati had faith that she had done the same for her students.      
Kati also derived faith from several other sources.  For example, at the end of the 
unit she said: 
I feel like in that way…just asking these questions:  “Why are some people 
ashamed to be associated with Africa?”  Just in the asking of the question, you’re 
saying, “This is worthy of dealing with.”  And you’re unsilencing it, you know?  
(Interview, May 19, 2015) 
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Here, Kati’s ability to live with being uncertain of her effectiveness was enabled by a 
deepened consciousness of the implicit messages she was sending to students and her 
faith in the power of those messages.   
 In another example, Kati looked to her school community and her relationships 
with students as a source of faith:  
My other thing is that these kids are ninth graders and I have good personal 
relationships with most of them so I know that these conversations are not 
over….The kind of school we’re in, they’re gonna continue to be pushed to 
grapple with so much stuff.  Some of my fretting of, “Did they get it?” or 
“They’re too surface level,” it’ll take care of itself even if it’s not in my course.  
(Interview, May 19, 2015) 
Through still uncertain about what her students took away from the unit, Kati also said 
she believed that her collegial relationship with teachers in the school would provide her 
with insight on the matter.  Said Kati, “My colleagues will hopefully be helpful in terms 
of what they feel their students got and how much can they get” (Interview, May 19, 
2015).  Kati said she thought there was great alignment between her own aims of 
education and her school’s.  After becoming somewhat disillusioned with teaching from 
her time in another district, she told me one day after an interview that she had found her 
“love match” in AHA (Field Notes, May 19, 2015).  Kati reported that part of why she 
could accept and live with some of her problems of practice was because she felt she was 
a part of a professional community that shared and was working toward values similar to 
her own.     
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 Concentrating on psychological rewards.  In addition to her faith, Kati focused 
her energies on other “small” successes to help her cope with her practical shortcomings:  
her sense that she had validated and challenged her students’ beliefs and experiences and 
that she had contributed to the academic growth of her students.   
Comforting the disturbed, disturbing the comforted.  In recognizing what was 
successful about her unit, Kati first considered the purpose of a history class.  “I heard 
some pastor say that their job is to comfort the disturbed and disturb the comfortable, you 
know what I mean?  A history classroom is a place of both provocation and healing” 
(Interview, May 19, 2015), she said in our final conversation.  To that effect, Kati found 
it rewarding that the unit possibly validated the lived experiences of her students of color.  
As a history teacher I do think that one thing that happened that is positive is that 
a lot of kids who have been silently or privately been struggling with all of these 
things as members of the Afrikan Diaspora for them to have…like, we’re talking 
about this in class, this is worth studying about.  And then to be able to share both 
in conversation and artistically these things, like, you know…I’m happy, I guess, 
about that….Hearing from them, when they share these things they hadn’t shared 
with anyone before about their realities, I feel like there is some healing in that.  
(Interview, May 19, 2015) 
While not overestimating her influence, it was reassuring for Kati that she helped validate 
the reality of students who could be dealing with interalized racism.   
 At the same time, it was equally rewarding for Kati that she might have disturbed 
the mindset of her White students:  
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And I feel like for the kids who don’t live that, it is powerful for them to hear it.  
Even if in the short term it breaks them down a little bit, I’m thinking about the 
White kids now.  It breaks them down, it makes them feel unsure of themselves, 
and maybe…it makes them more thoughtful members of society.  Just not to take 
for granted all the inequality that does exist.  But…so yeah, I feel like in that way, 
it is a good thing.  (Interview, May 19, 2015) 
Kati saw her practices as linked to bettering society as a whole.  She reported that she 
believed that by providing space for her students to validate and challenge their beliefs 
and experiences, she contributed to this mission with this unit, even if only in a small 
way.   
 Academic growth.  Kati also focused her energies on a number of other perceived 
cognitive gains made by her students.  For example, while disappointed that some 
students did not understand the unit themes as well as she had hoped, she had confidence 
that they had distilled other important content and concepts.  “There was a student who 
made this connection of dominant narrative and counter narrative.  Yeah, I think that was 
unprompted,” Kati said excitedly after one class (Interview, May 14, 2015).  When 
reflecting on what she envisioned for the unit, Kati reflected: 
I would say they got personally mediated racism really well and they got 
internalized racism really well….I guess some of it has been accomplished, right?  
Just to see how this Diaspora that occurred, regardless of the circumstances, 
culturally at least it continues to inform the present.  Do you know what I mean?  
I feel like the kids really got that.  (Interview, May 19, 2015)  
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Another form of encouragement for Kati came from some of the original stories 
submitted by her students at the end of the unit:  
The writing part, I feel like went well for the most part.  I did see some kids who 
really engaged with deeper themes or went off and did their own research and 
came up with some things, you know, brand new.  And that was very 
encouraging.  They made the leap from what we studied explicitly to these 
themes….There was a kid in my first period class who…from one of the songs 
that I played with him…it was a Brazilian song... it was one of those songs where 
I was like, “I’m just gonna play this song for them and give them the lyrics and all 
they’re gonna do is ask questions, and then whatever question they’re most 
provoked by, they’re gonna go and they’re gonna research it.”  And in that way, 
he went and he actually did sort of the ideal of what I could have hoped for.  He 
was provoked by something, he went and researched it, he turned that research 
into the story and he wrote about the Inconfidência in Brazil who first revolted 
against slavery and went on ultimately to win independence for Brazil….That was 
cool because he was making all these connections, you know what I mean?  
(Interview, May 19, 2015) 
For Kati, the most rewarding aspect of these stories came not from students’ evident 
content gains but from them discovering their gains on their own.  “I did really like about 
the unit that I created that space for them to go off and research what they wanted to 
research (Interview, May 19, 2015).  To borrow from Kati’s imagery for teaching, it 
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could be said that she saw some of her students’ work exemplified as seeds that had 
actually grown before her very eyes.   
Summary 
Kati’s reflections bore resemblance to Martell’s (2013a), as she was especially 
conscious of her students’ racial backgrounds and the inclusiveness of her curricular-
instructional decisions.  While teaching she was troubled by how she was privileging a 
Eurocentric narrative and found it problematic that some of her White students were 
unengaged during discussions; at the same time, it was reassuring for Kati that her 
students of color were able to write about, make sense of, and share their experiences 
with racism.  Additionally, in contrast with Bill and James, at no point did Kati’s 
explanations for problems reside within her students or her school surroundings.  Rather, 
Kati always looked inwardly when framing her problems of practice.  She questioned the 
appropriateness of her essential questions as well as the amount of opportunities she 
afforded students to work with and process historical documents.  Finally, unlike Bill and 
James, Kati’s reflections did not lead to many practical takeaways or greater 
understandings.  Instead, she left the unit with as many if not more doubts about her 
practice than she did answers.  These doubts, however, were somewhat quelled by several 
coping strategies, chief among them a sense of faith, which she derived from many 
sources.  Whether her faith was supported by her critical consciousness or by her 
supportive school community, Kati believed that despite concrete evidence to the 
contrary, many of her problems of practice would one day be resolved.  In Chapter 5, I 
discuss in more detail how much of what Kati thought about during her reflections was 
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driven not by her immediate curricular goals but by her teaching identity, her values, and 
her more long-range purposes for and vision of teaching history. 
 
“Teaching Is Becoming Rather Than Being”:  The Case of Mrs. Brianna Rawls 
Background and School Context 
 Brianna Rawls was a White female in her late 30s with fourteen years of teaching 
experience.  She had received her Bachelor of Arts in literature and history and was a 
National Board Certified teacher.  Her path to the teaching profession differed from other 
participants in that not only were the formal years of her own education spent within the 
district where she was currently teaching, but she had also graduated from Greenborough 
High School, the school where she had spent the majority of her teaching career.  A 
“high-performing” school (Level 1 designation), Greenborough served 1,600 students in 
grades 7–12 and resided in the same district as AHA, Newbury, and Hannahford High.  
The school, which required students to pass an entrance examination, had been 
recognized nationally as a top-performing school and emphasized a college preparatory 
curriculum that required students to take four years of foreign language classes.  The 
student demographics of the school were an outlier in the district in that (a) the racial 
makeup of Greenborough was more heterogeneous in terms of ethnicity than other high 
schools in the district (African-American/Black-27%, Hispanic-19%, White-29%, Asian-
22%), (b) less than 1% of its students were classifed as English Language Learners or 
Special Education, and (c) the number of students who qualified for free or reduced price 
lunch was 24% less than the district average.  At the time of this study, Brianna was 
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teaching U.S. History 1 and in the midst of what would be her final year teaching in 
Greenborough; citing issues with school culture, Brianna requested a transfer to another 
district school at the conclusion of the school year.  The class that I observed her teach 
reflected the racial diversity of the school, consisted of thirty-one 9th graders; she 
described it as her “most difficult class” (Interview, February 26, 2015) to keep engaged.      
Educational Beliefs  
Reflecting on her experiences in the district and at Greenborough, Brianna spoke 
fondly of her history classes, in particular her fourth and ninth grade teachers:  “Mr. 
Morrow was a lecturer…but he was a fascinating lecturer…and Ms. Ruby was awesome!  
[She] was very project-based…a lot of experiential, hands-on learning”  (Interview, 
February 26, 2015).  While these experiences had had an impact on Brianna’s career 
path, with regard to history education, she saw her teaching identity in broader terms 
saying, “I’ve always known…I wanted to be a teacher….I don’t really remember what 
pushed me towards history more than English….I still think of myself as a history and 
English teacher…that manifests in what I do in the classroom.”   
 Asked about her purposes for teaching history, Brianna spoke of its potential to 
help students become better people and citizens.  Elaborating, she mentioned the work of 
James Loewen and professional developments she attended at Facing History and 
Ourselves (FHAO) as particularly useful in helping her clarify this purpose:   
The biggest reason to study history is to think about how our roles as people 
impact the future and how past choices have impacted us….I think that’s what 
really drives my teaching….History should not just be facts and dates, but 
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students should be wrestling  with bigger questions like, “Why is this 
happening?” and “Could this have happened differently?”  (Interview, February 
26, 2015)  
It was no surprise to see FHAO themes and definitions (e.g., beliefs, values, universe of 
obligation) adorn much of Brianna’s classroom walls.  These aims are closely aligned 
with identity, analytic, and moral response stances toward history education (Barton & 
Levstik, 2004), the latter of which revolves around encouraging students to ponder 
“notions of right and wrong” (p. 91) in relation to the past and present.  Concurrently, 
Brianna spoke of having to juggle these aims with the needs of her students, adding that 
history was the vehicle through which she taught necessary skills of literacy and 
communication.   
 Toward these aims, Brianna emphasized the importance of really knowing her 
students and creating a learning environment where students respected each others’ 
differences and felt safe to share their ideas.  For example, at the beginning of every year 
she taught an FHAO unit on identity, which culminated in students writing a “This I 
believe” essay.  Said Brianna of what she learned from one essay and its importance:  
One of my students…her family is in Syria…so a lot of times whatever is going 
on in Syria is having an impact on her and her focus in class….What’s going on 
in my classroom is not just about learning…it’s also about the people in the class 
and taking care of them.  (Interview, February 26, 2015)   
Asked about her vision in teaching, Brianna simply said that she envisions and believes 
that her students can learn and be successful and that because of its simplicity, her vision 
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manifests itself in front of her every day.  She did, however, mention that her 
commitment to this vision was being tested during the current school year due to one 
section of students described as “very hard to motivate.” 
 Despite teaching in an exam school and being very mindful of both state and 
national standards, Brianna reported feeling quite autonomous in making her curricular-
instructional decisions.  Explaining her feeling of autonomy and the lack of any pressure 
from administrators, she said, “At Greenborough, I’ve been largely left to my own 
devices…since we don’t have a high stakes test for history, its not that big of a deal” 
(Interview, February 26, 2015).  For this reason, Brianna said that she seldom assessed 
students through traditional tests or quizzes, instead preferring more formative 
assessments that would shed light on her teaching and help students continually 
reevaluate the course’s essential question.  A focus on essential questions and big ideas 
was especially important to Brianna as this marked the first year that she structured her 
entire curriculum around the FHAO themes of democracy, membership, and choices.       
Curriculum and Instruction 
Guided by the words of Federal Judge William H. Hastie who wrote of 
democracy as “becoming rather than being,” each of Brianna’s instructional units were 
framed as a case study of the fluidity and fragility of American democracy, using the 
following recurring questions as a guide:  What do freedom and equality mean to 
Americans?  Over time, how have these definitions changed?  Who belongs as a full 
member of American society?  At various points in time, who has been included (and 
excluded) in the United States’ “universe of obligation?”  At year’s end, her students 
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were expected to write an essay addressing these questions and the extent to which 
Hastie’s view of democracy were applicable to the evolution of America between 1763 
and 1896.  My three observations of Brianna teaching spanned three 50-minute periods of 
her five-day mini-unit on the early years of the American Republic.  Topics included the 
contrasting political and economic views of Thomas Jefferson and Alexander Hamilton, 
the emergence of political parties, and the presidencies of George Washington and John 
Adams.   
First observation.  Brianna’s students were seated in small groups at tables 
throughout the classroom.  Before beginning their “do now” assignment which required 
students to annotate several quotes from Thomas Jefferson she grabbed their attention 
and called on individual students to remind the class of what constituted active and 
effective listening strategies.  “Stop talking…remove distractions…listen for big 
ideas…be patient,” the students remembered and said (Observation, April 12th, 2015).  
As the students began their assignment, Brianna circled the room to observe what they 
were writing and to check their homework, frequently reminding students that the task 
was to be performed silently.  Once the seatwork was finished, she reminded the class of 
William Hastie’s view of democracy and its connection to their learning goals for the 
day:  “We wanna think about the ways in which this brand new governernment under the 
Constitution helps us understand this quotation, which we keep coming back to.” 
In efforts to review Hastie’s idea, Brianna reminded the class of the previous 
week, where she used a student in the class—Johnny—to review the idea of democracy 
as becoming rather than being.  “Johnny is becoming rather than being,” she said 
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standing next to him as the class laughed, “physically, Johnny is still growing, 
so…maybe he’s still got a few more inches to grow…and then we said Johnny is still 
growing intellectually” (Observation, April 12, 2015).  As Brianna continued with the 
analogy, Johnny put his head down and put his hood over his head, which seemed to 
signal to Brianna to divert the attention away from him.  She continued, “We’re always in 
a state of becoming…I’m still growing intellectually,” before checking in with Johnny 
privately to see how he was doing.  Brianna closed the whole-class discussion by 
reviewing instances in American history that exemplified the idea of democracy being an 
“eternal struggle” and by asking students to think about how the concept related to their 
lives using the analogy of friends who remain cordial despite their disagreements.   
The teacher-led discussion then transitioned its focus back to their “do now” 
assignment with Brianna explaining to students that they were going to decode 
Jefferson’s words to try to make predictions about his views of the then new American 
republic (Observation, April 12, 2015).  Brianna facilitated the discussion by calling on 
students at random, asking them to share what they underlined as important in the excerpt 
and their thoughts on its meaning.  With the students extracting ideas like self-
governance and individual rights from the quote, Brianna reminded the class of its 
connection to other documents they had previously read like the “Declaration of 
Independence” and John Locke’s “Social Contract.”  The discussion continued for the 
duration of class with Brianna patiently awaiting select students’ participation, as very 
few students were voluntarily offering their opinions about the quote.  Before the students 
left, Brianna checked in with Johnny privately once more and reminded the class they 
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were to examine several additional excerpts written by Alexander Hamilton for 
homework.   
Reflecting-in-action during the first observation.  In our first VSR interview 
Brianna recalled several subtle instances where she modified her planned instruction and 
behaviors.  The genesis of these adjustments all stemmed from Johnny’s response to the 
analogy she made during class, which according to Brianna, really caught her off guard: 
Johnny, like, usually does not mind being in the spotlight and the fact that he kind 
of ends up…that was kind of a weird moment because the last time we talked 
about it, we did use Johnny as an example and I did the exact same thing standing 
over him and he was like smiling and laughing…this is not a normal Johnny 
response.  Normally, like, you know, it’s like a little “Abbott and Costello” 
between Johnny and I…and then he like puts on his hood and I was like, “What is 
going on with Johnny?”  (Interview, April 13, 2015)  
While Johnny’s reaction did not alter her lesson drastically, Brianna spoke of how her 
confusion about and concern for Johnny influenced not only her decision to check in with 
him at intervals but also her reluctance to continue to discuss content-student analogies 
for the rest of class.  For example, Brianna mentioned that in the previous class she 
analogized the compromises citizens must make in a democracy to the conflicts friends 
must work through to remain friends and asked her students to share some of their 
experiences on the topic.  However, in light of what happened with Johnny, when making 
the same analogy with this class Brianna opted not to have students share personal 
experiences: 
		
217 
I’m thinking in my head that I’m not necessarily gonna have them share, I just 
want them to have it in their head because I don’t want to make anyone else feel 
uncomfortable because I’ve apparently already made Johnny feel 
uncomfortable….I was shying away  from it just because I already had this 
situation that was unexpected with Johnny so I’m like, eh, I don’t really know—I 
don’t know if I want to sit here on this for too long.  (Interview, April 13, 2015) 
Brianna’s reflection-in-action here is similar to some of James’ in that it arose out of her 
care for a student’s social-emotional well-being.  Their adjustments connect closely with 
Beck and Kosnik’s (2001) idea of reflection-in-action as an example of attentiveness and 
responsiveness to students on the part of teachers.      
Second observation.  Class began as it did the previous day, with Brianna’s 
students tasked with annotating and decoding a quote by Thomas Jefferson for their “do 
now” assignment.  Once finished, she reminded students of their goal for the day:  “Last 
week you looked at the Constitution, it was a plan for government…what we want to 
think about as that plan is going into action is the extent to which we see democracy as 
this eternal struggle” (Observation, April 13, 2015).  To debrief their assignment, Brianna 
“cold-called” select students and asked them several clarifying questions:  “What do you 
think it means that representatives are responsible to us for short periods?...Why would it 
be impractical for everyone to have a direct voice?”     
Brianna then transitioned the discussion to quotes from Alexander Hamilton, 
several of which were on her students’ handout.  As she did with Jefferson’s quote, she 
asked select students how they were interpreting Hamilton’s ideas.  “Why can’t the 
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masses rule?...according to Hamilton…the people are turbulent and changing, what does 
that mean?” she asked, to which one student responded, “They’re indecisive…They 
seldom make the right decisions” (Observation, April 13, 2015).  Brianna reminded the 
class of how these views contrasted with Jefferson’s and explained that they were now 
going to try to understand the origin of their viewpoints by discussing each of their 
beliefs, interests, values, and universes of obligation.  After reviewing with students these 
concepts, Brianna instructed small groups to work together and, with the assistance of a 
short reading, discuss how Hamilton and Jefferson fit within the framework and to record 
their thoughts in a two-column chart.  For the duration of class, Brianna circulated the 
room, checking in on several groups to keep them on task and to clarify for them some of 
the ideas from the reading.  Before the class was dismissed, Brianna told the class that 
they were to complete their chart for homework.      
Reflecting-in-action during the second observation.  In our 2nd VSR interview, 
Brianna recalled how her decision in this lesson to review the FHAO themes of beliefs, 
values, and interests was made not in response to something that happened during class 
but as a result of her actually reflecting on past experiences with her past students in the 
middle of the present lesson.  Originally, she had planned to have her students discuss the 
differences between Hamilton and Jefferson’s interests without any review of the 
concept.  However, right before assigning the task, Brianna reflected on how during a 
previous unit on the American Revolution, her students had a lot of difficulty 
understanding the concept of interests; as a result, she quickly decided to review that 
complex idea first.  She explained: 
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I wanted to make sure that we went back and said, “Okay, we’re not talking 
about, like, I like knitting,” you know?....When we were doing the Choices 
curriculum unit on declaring independence…they had to know what the 
Colonists’ interests, values, beliefs, and universe of obligation were…when we 
got to interests they were talking about like soccer  and basketball so…I just 
decided on-the-spot…I better have them read [the definition] and give examples 
again even though this is, like, the twelfth time this year we’ve done it.  
(Interview, April 14th, 2015) 
Third observation.  Unlike in previous classes, the students on this day seemed 
reluctant to follow Brianna’s directions and stay on task, as evidenced by her remarks to 
students while working on their “do now” assignment:  “If I have to ask one more person 
to be quiet and work indpendently, then what will happen is in three minutes I will collect 
the ‘do now” and count it as a ten-pointer” (Observation, April 16, 2015).  The students 
complied and after ten minutes,  Brianna called on select students to share how they had 
decoded some of Jefferson’s and Hamilton’s quotes from the previous class for review.  
At one point during the whole-class discussion, Brianna attempted to clarify what 
Hamlton meant when writing of the “masses” by asking students, “How many of you are 
rich and well-born?”  The class, however, began talking amongst themselves, which 
prompted Brianna to stand quietly at the front of class until she had their attention.  Once 
they were quiet, Brianna pressed forward with the review, reminding students of how 
Hamilton’s views bore resemblance to what James Madison wrote in “Federalist Paper 
#10.”  This part of the discussion, too, was marred by several student interruptions which, 
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again, were met by Brianna seemingly waiting patiently until she felt the class was ready 
to move on. 
Once the review was over, Brianna wrote the words “Republican” and 
“Federalist” on the board and explained to the class how differences between Hamilton 
and Jefferson’s views led to the formation of political parties in the United States.  Before 
leading a discussion about what distinguished the parties’ beliefs, Brianna reminded 
students that Jefferson’s Republican party was “not like the Republicans we think about 
today” and that the word “Federal” was frequently used interchangeably with the idea of 
national government (Observation, April 16, 2015).  After discussing with students each 
party’s economic platforms, Brianna read aloud to students a passage by Hamilton where 
he detailed his thoughts on the National Bank.  Before the bell rang, Brianna asked 
students to think about how Hamilton’s views on paper money connected to the idea of 
mercantilism and the events surrounding Shay’s Rebellion.  
Brianna’s Reflections-on-Practice 
 Like the previous three cases, the organization of Brianna’s thoughts while 
reflecting-on-practice is not chronological and is divided along the two main ideas from 
my analytical framework:  “approaching” and “coping.”  In the section on approaching, I 
report on the main problems she identified throughout the unit, her explanations for why 
these problems were occurring, and the understandings and action plans that emerged 
from her reflections.   This is followed by the section on coping, which I divide into two 
sub-sections from my analytical framework:  acceptance and concentrating on 
psychological rewards.  
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Approaching problems.  When approaching problems (Roth & Cohen, 1986), 
teachers take an exploratory stance toward the problem in ways similar to how Dewey 
(1933/1964) describes reflective thinking. Brianna approached problems concerning her 
students’ comprehension of the unit’s big ideas and the lack of engagement from her 
students.  In defining student engagement, I draw upon the work of Fredericks and 
McColsky (2012) who describe it as a meta-construct that encompasses three interwoven 
models of engagement:  behavioral (e.g., time on task, adherence to school and classroom 
norms), emotional (e.g., sense of belonging to school, pride in school-related outcomes), 
and cognitive (e.g., level of investment in learning, willingness to exert necessary effort 
to comprehend content and/or skills).   
Comprehending big ideas.  Like all of her instructional units, Brianna’s mini-unit 
on the early years of the American Republic was part of a year-long framework that 
focused on the “eternal struggle” of democracy.  So it was no surprise that when 
reflecting on her lessons and her unit, she focused on how some students’ were not 
grasping the big ideas of the unit on both a micro (the views of Hamilton and Jefferson) 
and macro (democracy) level.  For example, after my first observation, Brianna said of 
the year’s overarching theme, “I think it’s a good lens to use to look at U.S. 
[history]….The story of the evolution of American democracy….I wish it made sense to 
them, but it makes sense to me” (Interview, April 13, 2015).  In our final interview, as 
well, despite the number of times it had been brought up throughout the unit, she 
questioned whether her students understood the quote from which the lens derived.  “Did 
they one hundred percent get it?  I don’t think so,”  Brianna said (Interview, May 11, 
		
222 
2015).  Of note, Brianna said that she was “still trying to understand the quotation” at the 
same time.   
On several other occassions, Brianna noticed that some of her students were not 
understanding the political views of Alexander Hamilton and Thomas Jefferson.  While 
re-watching her second lesson with me, she focused in on one student and said, “This is 
where she was struggling with Alexander Hamilton, like, why would he have come from 
humble beginnings and then say that common people are not fit to make decisions—she’s 
like, ‘I don’t get this at all’” (Interview, April 14, 2015).  And in our third interview, I 
asked if she thought her students were understanding the differences between Hamilton 
and Jefferson’s political views and if they were connecting it to bigger idea of 
democracy’s “eternal struggle.”  Said Brianna in response:  “I don’t know; it’s hard to 
say, like, I think they’re kind of getting it, but the connection I want them to make—they 
haven’t made it just yet, I don’t think so” (Interview, April 17, 2015).  Brianna did say 
that this particular section/class was further behind her other sections and that she 
anticipated the latterothers? would have more success in this area. 
 A lack of student engagement.  In my first interview with Brianna, she said that 
the section I was observing was one of the most difficult to engage that she had taught in 
her time at Greenborough.  Accordingly, a problem Brianna attended to was the low level 
of behavioral and cognitive engagement from students throughout the unit.  In one such 
example, she recalled her thoughts during an interaction with one student during the 
beginning of my second observation:   
So, like, here Johnny…I’m like, “Johnny, what are you supposed to be doing?  
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You know, what do you need to look at?”  And he’s like, “I need to look at this,” 
and I’m like, “What  else do you need to look at?”  And he’s like, “My 
brain”…and I’m like, “Johnny, you need to look at the quotations which is what I 
just said five minutes ago.”…And so, “Johnny, you have to go back to this 
reading which you didn’t do and I know that you didn’t do it because at the 
beginning of class you were blatantly copying Anabelle’s chart and then I went 
over and called you on it.”  Cheating here is just so rampant, it’s like 
unbelievable.  (Interview, April 14, 2015) 
That Brianna’s students were not adhering to other school and classroom norms 
was an additional source of frustration for her.  The third lesson I observed especially 
brought this to light as it was marred by several interruptions from students.  While re-
watching the lesson, Brianna commented about how they were not following the 
C.H.A.M.P.S system, a system she introduced specifically to help this section remember 
what the expected norms were for each class activity on a given day.  For example, the 
“C” for “Conversation” would normally be “quiet and independent during a “do now” 
assignment,” but during a group activity, it could stand for “quietly listen to your peers as 
they present.”   
This group has, like, no concept that if the “C” says “quiet and independent”; that 
means actually they need to be quiet….It’s like, “What’s the C?”  It’s quiet and 
independent!  So, like, Deliah will tell me it’s quiet and independent and then two 
seconds later she’ll be talking and you’re like [shrugs shoulders 
confused]….“How many more times do I have to ask you what the C is?!”  
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(Interview, April 17, 2015) 
The level of cognitive engagement Brianna saw throughout this unit was something she 
touched upon several times.  Said Brianna about her students’ typical reactions to 
challenges, “One of the things that I notice with this group in particular is that they give 
up really easily” (Interview, April 13, 2015).  One such example of this conclusion was 
expressed while Brianna was re-watching herself trying to draw out of students what 
Jefferson’s idea of self-government was.  
Yeah, and this is what’s killing me, because we have gone over self-government.  
It is all on the board behind me, like, “Please, somebody,”…it’s like, “Guys, we 
have talked about self-government over and over and over and over again.  Will 
someone just please give us, you know?  And so this is why it just takes forever, 
because I know that you know what self-government is so just…say it, you 
know,” and this is why it takes forever because…it really is like pulling teeth.  
(Interview, April 13, 2015) 
Added Brianna while reflecting on the the success of the unit:   
I don’t know…if it was just kind of like my ongoing struggle with this particular 
group of learners in the sense that sometimes I just get very frustrated, because 
when the students sort of resist doing the thinking then it drags things out….When 
I’m just kind of like, “Okay, you need to read the first sentence on the first page, 
and they’re like [blank stare] and I’m like, “No, you need to read the first 
sentence on the first page; the answer’s in the first sentence on the first page,” 
and, like, half of them are drooling then it’s like, it’s difficult because…I am 
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showing you where the answer is and if you would just say it, then we could 
move on—so you know, I’ve had some “Bueller” moments I think and it was 
mostly just like, “Guys, can you please just engage so that we can move 
forward?!”  (Interview, May 11th, 2015) 
In these instances, Brianna’s frustration with her students was not driven by their inability 
to recall answers to her questions but by their disinterest in trying when Brianna was 
giving them supports to do so.  It was for this reason that, despite Brianna “getting 
through” the content she needed to with the students, she did not view the unit as entirely 
successful.  Ultimately, she admitted, “the process of going through it” (Interview, May 
11th, 2015) made her feel like she was fighting her students.   
Making explanations.  The explanation phase of reflection marks a tentative 
conclusion to the problem under investigation (Dewey 1933/1964; Rogers, 2002; Schön, 
1983).  When pressed to explain and frame the foregoing problems, Brianna did so 
through several lenses, some of which were a bit lighthearted.  For example, when 
considering why her students were not grasping the big ideas of the unit, she said:     
I sensed during this lesson that it had been a really nice weekend and they were 
really mad to be back inside [laughs] and maybe that’s why it wasn’t making 
sense.  I mean, honestly, it was like the first nice weather we’ve had in forever, 
and they were like, “Man we have to be”—and you could even see in their body 
positions—like, “Man we have to be inside today?!”  (Interview, April 13, 2015) 
Brianna offered a similar explanation for inattention after my third observation, which 
took place the Friday before students’ April vacation:   
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At this point these kids are like, “I don’t even care, what are you talking about 
lady?  Sit down, let us go on break,” and I’m like, “NOOOO, stay with me, I only 
have three more minutes.”…And I’m like, “I don’t even love Hamilton and 
Jefferson, but we need to do this because it’s a foundation for something that I do 
love doing!”  (Interview, April 17, 2015) 
 On a more serious note, Brianna also theorized that some of her students’ 
backgrounds might explain why they were having difficulty understanding the unit.  
Asked about why one of her students could not grasp Alexander Hamilton’s distrust of 
the masses, she said:   
I guess what I was kind of thinking was that like Essie is a fairly recent immigrant 
from Nigeria, and so I think she sees the United States as this great land of 
opportunity where people are free and equal and I think she has a very optimistic 
view of what it means to be American, and so she’s like, “How can this guy 
Alexander Hamilton who is essentially starting in a similar position that I’m 
starting in like, you know, he was born in the West Indies and then he comes to 
New York and he gets this education, so how is he then like looking back on his 
beginnings and being like, ‘Yeah those people are not fit to govern’”—so I was 
just sort of thinking that, maybe, just knowing what I know about Essie, I was just 
sort of thinking that’s probably what was going on in her head.  (Interview, April 
14, 2015) 
As evidenced from this comment, Brianna was very aware of the cultural backgrounds of 
her students and how it could influence their understanding of history.  
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 The problem of students’ cognitive, rather than emotional, engagement was 
something Brianna framed almost exclusively through her critique of the school culture.  
While considering why so many of her students put little effort into their thinking, she 
said:  
I mean, I think it’s like this bigger cultural piece within the school because this is 
the hardest year of my life that I’ve ever taught, and I think because we’ve hit this 
saturation point in terms of the culture, and you know most of these kids have 
been in this school now for almost three years with very little accountability and 
very little responsibility for their own learning so, like, they’re habituated to be 
very passive learners, and I have been trying to undo that for the past year, but, 
like, that’s what they’ve kind of been habituated to and I don’t think it’s 
necessarily the fault of the teachers that have come before, you know, some of it 
is the way the evaluation system has been used here, and, like, teachers sort of 
being afraid to, like, do what they need to do in order to best help their students 
and really just kind of jumping through hoops so that they don’t get in trouble….I 
think this is a group that’s very habituated to not taking ownership of their own 
learning (Interview, April 13, 2015).   
Brianna also cited how Greenborough’s exam school status in the district had 
helped cultivate a culture that overvalued the extrinsic rewards of learning.  This, 
according to Brianna, largely explained why she witnessed so much academic dishonesty 
in her class.  
It’s something that I try to work against, because ideally the kids would want to 
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learn because things are interesting….That’s why I’m looking forward to teaching 
at, like, a non-exam school….I’ve been here for eight years and I’m kind of 
interested to see what it’s like when the culture is not, “You’ve taken an exam to 
get into this school and the expectation…”, I’m just interested to see how that 
impacts it.  (Interview, April 14, 2015) 
Whereas Kati derived faith from her school culture, Brianna saw her school environment 
as an impediment to her larger instructional goals, so much so that it played a large role 
in her decision to transfer to another school at year’s end.   
 Brianna also said that the grouping of this particular class partially explained the 
lack of engagement from students.  Reminiscing about the previous year, she said:  
The group of kids that I had, hands would fly up and they were very eager, like 
even if they hadn’t done the homework, they at least would, like, look at it in 
class and answer the questions so they might not have actually done the work, but 
then they’d be like, “Oh, okay, I can, you know, find the answer and participate.”  
(Interview, May 11, 2015) 
She elaborated on this aspect of class composition further when considering the root of 
her students’ behavioral and attentional issues during class:  
You know how you always have that one class that’s like the class from hell?  
This is the class from hell….Ugh, I hate this like—every time this class comes in 
I’m like, “If you took ten kids out of here, it’d be an awesome class,” ‘cause 
there’s some really good kids in this class, but it’s like there’s the ten that…if you 
could take out that whole table, this one, like a couple of other ones…it would be 
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a really nice class  (Interview, April 17, 2015) 
A cynical interpretation of Brianna’s comments here would suggest that she was not 
being adapative enough for her students or that she was blaming a select few for her 
instructional problems.  However, Brianna did confide in me that this particular section’s 
needs were unlike any she had encountered in her time at Greenborough, so much so that 
she sought out a trusted supervisor routinely throughout the year for ideas on how to 
adapt her instruction for them.  Having experimented with various new strategies (e.g., 
C.H.A.M.P.S.) and seeing little change in their engagement, by that point of the year, 
surmising that the grouping of her students was part of the problem was a reasonable 
explanation for Brianna.   
Drawing conclusions.  The “conclusion” stage of reflection marks the point 
where teachers derive meaning from their experiences and theorize responses to their 
problems of practice (Rogers, 2002).  In reporting on the conclusions of Brianna’s 
reflections, I again organized them along the categories of understandings and action 
plans (Richardson, 1994). 
 Understandings.  In my first interview with Brianna, I asked her if there ever was 
a singular focus to her reflections.  Her response bore resemblance to something James 
said, as she analogized herself to a juggler: 
I don’t focus on any one thing, I constantly juggle things like class management, 
skills, content, activity, personal issues, personalities, balancing them all to reflect 
simultaneously…it’s just always following the moving parts…I’m doing it 
constantly, I’m always reflecting even at the same time as teaching.  I feel like at 
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this point in my career I have the capacity to follow them.  It took a long time to 
build that and it still is not easy.  I am able to see them all simultaneously and 
trying to not drop any of them, if that makes sense.  That’s my metaphor.  
(Interview, February 26, 2015) 
In our final interview, I asked Brianna to reflect on the experience of explaining her 
decisions during the VSR interviews.  In responding, she again referenced the “juggling” 
metaphor while revealing important insights gleaned from the process:  
I think I expressed that to you at the beginning, like, “Here’s all the balls.”  But 
actually watching myself juggling the balls, I think was interesting, ‘cause it was 
like, “Oh, yeah, there is actually a lot going on all at the same time,” and I guess, 
you know, in some ways it actually made me feel like I am good at what I do 
because I think this has been a really  frustrating year in a lot of ways, and just sort 
of watching it and thinking about, like, I am  making these decisions and I do have 
this overall objective and, you know, it might seem chaotic, but it’s not, you 
know?  (Interview, May 11, 2015) 
From watching herself teach and making explicit her tacit knowledge, Brianna seemingly 
had developed a deepened appreciation for the complexity of her work.  In turn, not only 
was her awareness of her instructional agency heightened but her sense of self-efficacy 
improved as well.  Related, Brianna said that the VSR process also engendered for her a 
stronger sense of her identity as a teacher.  
I think the other thing, too, is with talking to you.  Like, when you ask questions 
about what I’m doing and why I’m doing it, I think it makes me think about or 
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realize, “Yeah, not everybody does it this way, or not everybody thinks about it 
that way,” and that might sound obvious, but I think even just some things that I 
do—I mean there’s obviously some things that I do that I know like Ted does 
differently or that Sam would do differently or that Eileen [pseudonyms for 
Brianna’s colleagues] would do differently, but I think it’s made me kind of think 
about that, too, in terms of what makes me unique as a teacher, you know, not like 
better or worse, but just different than what other people are doing.  Like, teachers 
don’t often get together and talk—just sit down and talk about teaching, and 
teachers don’t often really get to pop into each other’s classrooms, you know? ,So 
you just are sort of like, “Oh, well everybody does it this way.”  So I think I sort 
of was able to think a little bit more about, no, not everybody does it this way.  
(Interview, May 11, 2015) 
In a way, Brianna’s awareness of her decision-making had made her more curious about 
her colleagues’ decision-making.  When considering a typical schedule for teachers at 
Greenborough, Brianna’s comments here are all the more understandable.  Of seven 
teaching blocks, Brianna taught during five of them and proctored a study hall during 
another, leaving her one open 50-minute period a day that was seldom shared with her 
fellow history teachers.  In other words, Greenborough’s professional culture was very 
isolating, which may have played a role in Brianna’s eagerness to participate in this 
study.  Her reflection thus confirms the conclusions of researchers about the challenges 
and promises of urban secondary teachers engaging in reflection with one another 
(Grossman, Woolworth, & Wineburg, 2001; Saveedra, 1996; Simon & Johnson, 2015).  
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On the one hand, when reflections are exchanged between trusted teachers, it can have a 
transformative effect on their beliefs and practices.  On the other, such opportunies are 
scarcely cultivated in high-poverty schools.            
 Another understanding Brianna derived from her reflections was a deepened 
appreciation for and understanding of her subject matter.  Reflecting on the unit, she 
spoke at length about the transcendent themes and questions the unit helped uncover for 
her:  
I think I thought a little bit more deeply this time about how impactful the 
political parties were in the early days of the early elections….You always think 
about things a little more differently and you juxtapose them with what’s going on 
in the world….I think one of the things, obviously, with the Alien and Sedition 
Acts, you know the [Boston Marathon] Bomber trial was going on, so kind of 
thinking about national security versus people’s rights….Even thinking about the 
death penalty and thinking about “democracy as becoming rather than being” is, 
you know, we have this thing against cruel and unusual punishment, but there’s 
still that question as to what does cruel and unusual punishment look like?...The 
other  thing the kids and I talked about is with the Sedition Act was journalism, 
and I said, “You know when we got into the digital age, all of a sudden people 
started to blog. Is a blogger a journalist?”  [Quoting the First Amendment] 
“Congress shall make no law abridging the freedom of the press.”  What’s the 
press?  (Interview, May 11, 2015) 
This was the first year Brianna had used the idea of “democracy as becoming rather than 
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being” as a framework for her curriculum.  Having taught through that lens for several 
months, she added that the idea itself had become solidified for her:      
I mean, I think there’s no doubt that democracy is becoming rather than 
being….As times change, we’re not “being”—‘cause we’ll be like, “Okay, this is 
the press,” but all of a sudden we get this new thing and now we have to ask the 
question again, so I definitely think that it’s a work in progress, and I just think 
thinking about it through that lens is a more hopeful way to look at it because this 
is the essence of struggle.  If we didn’t struggle, if we didn’t have these debates, if 
everybody thought that automatic weapons should be illegal for the common 
average everyday citizen, then we wouldn’t have democracy, you know?  The fact 
that we have all those opinions and they’re being heard means that democracy is 
working….I guess I just think about it a lot.  (Interview, May 11, 2015) 
For Brianna, tension and struggle were the mechanisms by which democracy thrived, so 
she not only accepted the idea of struggle but valued it.  This value is further evidenced in 
her coping strategies, which I discuss in the next section.     
 Action plans.  Reflecting on her lessons and the entire unit, Brianna generated 
several instructional ideas for future situations.  For example, having reflected more 
deeply about her decision-making processes, Brianna expressed a desire to speak with her 
colleagues about their decision-making.  
I think it’s made me just even think about some of the more mundane things, to, 
like, reach out and talk to more people and say, “Hey, when you guys are doing 
the ‘do now,’ like, why do you do a ‘do now’ and what kinds of questions do you 
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ask and how do you hold the kids accountable for it?”  It just kind of made me 
think about trying to ask more of those questions, you know, things that I kind of 
do on autopilot, maybe thinking how do other people do this?  (Interview, May 
11, 2015) 
I responded to this comment by bringing up the possibility of her facilitating professional 
development with teachers using VSR as I had with her, to which she ecstatically 
responded, “Right, right, exactly, yeah!”  Though Brianna knew this was her last year at 
Greenborough, the idea of speaking with more teachers about their decision-making was 
something that she could try in her new school.     
 With regard to revisions or things she would have done differently if teaching the 
unit a again, Brianna spoke more broadly and reflected on the entire school year:  
I’ve been kind of thinking about that….As I’m starting to wrap up my work here 
at this school, I’ve been kind of thinking about, like, if I were coming back next 
year what would I do differently?  And I’ve sort of thought a little bit about—I 
mean, I don’t think I have low expectations, but I kind of want everyone to be on 
board—and I sort of was thinking about, what if I came in last year during the 
first term, set the expectation that, “Here’s the pace and you have to stay with 
me,” sort of setting that expectation and seeing if I could get the kids to be on 
board with that, would make things easier going, though.  (Interview, May 11, 
2015) 
Brianna had concluded that her students would have been more cognitively engaged had 
she made her expectations more explicit at the onset of the school year.   
		
235 
 As for why Brianna generated few curricular-instructional revisions to the unit I 
observed, I theorize it partly to be a result of her nearing the end of her time at 
Greenborough.  Bill, Kati, and James, for example, were incentivized to think about how 
they would change their units because, at the time, they were confident they would be 
teaching them again the following year.  Brianna, on the other hand, knew that next year 
she might well be teaching a different subject, leaving her little reason to consider 
changes to her unit.   
Coping with problems.  The concept of “coping” suggests that not all problems 
of practice can or should be solved by teachers (Lampert, 1999).  In coping with her 
practical shortcomings, Brianna employed two of the three strategies from my analytical 
framework: acceptance and focusing on psychological rewards (Burke & Greenglass, 
1995; Lortie, 1975/2002; Peacock et al., 1993).  While it is possible that there were 
troubling issues Brianna postponed thinking about, unlike James and Kati, these instances 
were neither as pronounced nor did they recur to the point where I could infer Brianna 
wanted to revisit them at a later time. 
 Acceptance.  Reflecting on her practice, Brianna accepted many problems for a 
variety of reasons.  One problem, for example, pertained to curriculum coverage.  She 
explained while reflecting on her first lesson:    
That’s why it takes me forever to cover anything because, like, I think at the end 
of the day, maybe we don’t get through as much as I want to, but it’s a tradeoff 
because I’m not going to let you off the hook.  You’re a learner in my class and so 
I might have to take a  little bit extra time to sit on you and that might be at the 
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expense, but like…you have to be responsible, especially when I’m scaffolding it 
for you.  It’s like I want you to understand the concepts, but I’m not willing to 
sacrifice you actively being a learner, ‘cause I could stand up there and I could tell 
you what they mean and I’ve stood up and I’ve modeled for you how to approach 
a text and I’ve had you annotate while I think out loud, so I know that you know 
what it looks like and I’m not willing to sacrifice it.  (Interview, April 13, 2015) 
Brianna’s other U.S. History sections were further along in the curriculum than the 
section I observed.  However, she understood that solving this problem of pacing would 
come at the expense of her students’ active engagement in the class, something she 
valued deeply.  Brianna seemed compelled not only to accept but also to live with this 
issue.     
 Another problem Brianna accepted was the uncertainty regarding how successful 
her unit was.  
There’s a way in which it’s sort of still ongoing, because I won’t really know how 
successful it was until they write their final exam essay where they have to talk 
about,  you know, what they learned this year….So I guess I won’t really know 
until they ultimately do their essay….Everything I do I’m very purposefully 
building towards and I haven’t gotten to the crescendo yet, if you will.  
(Interview, May 11, 2015) 
Because the success of her unit was in many ways tied to her year-long curricular 
framework and its accompanying final exam, evaluating the unit by itself was almost an 
impossible task for Brianna.  Accordingly, she could live with not knowing how 
		
237 
successful the unit was because her long-term instructional goals dictated that she must.  
This willingness to endure “mental unrest” (Dewey, 1933/1964, p. 13) and stay focused 
on her larger goals and the road ahead was touched upon in our final interview when, 
while evaluating her career at Greenborough, she evoked a greater theme from her 
curriculum and laughingly said, “I mean, next year, I’ll be a better teacher than I am this 
year, and I think it’ll just...[pause] teaching is becoming rather than being, its essence is 
eternal struggle” (Interview, May 11, 2015).     
 At the same time as she could laugh about the complexity of the job, in one of my 
interviews with Brianna, the ambiguity of teaching appeared almost to get the best of her.  
Specifically, she recalled how after one of our VSR sessions, she became very troubled 
by the number of issues she was “juggling,” so much so that she considered leaving the 
profession:     
It’s also hard for me, too, because one of the things that I was thinking about 
yesterday after we had gone through this I was, like, “Oh, I don’t actually know if 
I can teach tomorrow,” because I’m thinking about the extent to which I’m 
teaching through a particular lens and, like, I know where the lens is coming from 
and I know why I’m doing it that way, but, you know, am I doing it at the expense 
of considering it through other lenses?…It’s the juggling and the layers, and it’s 
like I’m always thinking about these things….So, like, after you left, my mind 
was blown and I was like, “I can’t teach anymore, I have to retire.”  (Interview, 
April 14, 2015)  
Brianna said that when she reflects, “It happens in a mess” (Interview, April 17, 2015).  
		
238 
From the above excerpt, it was clear that “juggling” the “mess” in her head had become 
so burdensome that it nearly brought her to the brink of exhaustion.  Nevertheless, 
Brianna’s comments directly thereafter suggested that she needed to accept the “mess,” 
the explanation for which was profound.  
But then I lived to teach another day, ‘cause when I’m thinking about teaching 
these kids, I just sort of feel like there’s a lot at stake.  I think particularly teaching 
in the school system that I’m a product of—feeling that is important to make sure 
that I am doing everything that I can to give the kids the same opportunities that 
this school system afforded me, you know, so that’s very foundational because I 
know that if you’re going through the district system compared to people who are 
in suburban school systems, you’re starting, in many ways, behind the line, and so 
I’m working really hard to bridge that gap, you know?  Like even at a school like 
this, you know, I’m working to bridge that gap, so I think, this is always 
underlying what I’m doing.  It’s my responsibility to teach you how to learn so 
that you can take the tools for learning and apply them beyond this school, and I 
want you to learn how to think morally, you know, I want you to think about how 
to make decisions and think about how you treat people and how you interact with 
the world from a moral perspective because I think that’s important.  I’m maybe 
putting way too much  importance on what I do in terms of, like, thinking about 
like all these layers, ‘cause like I said yesterday, it doesn’t matter that I teach 
history.  The value that I see in my work is beyond teaching the kids history.  
(Interview, April 14, 2015) 
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The key to Brianna coping with the many pedagogical dilemmas and issues she was 
grappling with lie in her greater purposes for and commitment to teaching.  Whatever 
issues she was troubled by were clearly trumped by the responsibilty she felt toward her 
students and what she considered her obligation to level the education playing field.  In a 
way, Brianna’s comments bear resemblance to Kati’s notion of “planting seeds.”  Brianna 
could live with the “mess” and all that she was “juggling” because she had faith in the 
power of her reasons for teaching. 
 Concentrating on psychological rewards.  Like other teachers, Brianna also 
focused her energies on “small” successes to help offset her practical shortcomings, 
including the academic growth of her students and breakthroughs with students. 
 Academic growth.  In reflecting on her unit, Brianna found several small 
indicators of success.  One of those successes came from evidence that some students had 
possibly grasped the unit’s, and therefore the course’s, big idea.  In one example, she 
recounted a comment made by a student during a review session with her student teacher: 
In one of the classes Ms. Brennan is doing the lead on—she was asking them if 
they thought one of the compromises you can see in the Constitution resolved the 
issues,  and one of the students raised his hand and was like, “No, Ms. Brennan, 
because democracy is a work in progress.”  And I was like, “Yes!”  I was like, 
“A+ for the year, you’re excused!”  (Interview, April 17, 2015) 
In another example, Brianna spoke of how, after going to greath lengths, one of her 
students finally understood the idea:   
On Thursdays, I work with one of our ELLs and she was like, “I don’t get this; I 
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don’t get the quotation and I’m like, “Yeah, it’s a difficult quotation.  This idea of 
democracy as becoming rather than being is not an easy concept to grasp.”  So we 
talked about a butterfly.  So I said to her, “You know, it’s like a caterpillar, like, 
let’s say the caterpillar’s name is Frank. So Frank is a caterpillar and then he goes 
into this cocoon and the caterpillar turns into goo.  It’s not like it grows wings, 
nuh uh, it turns into goo and then it reconfigures and it comes out as a butterfly, 
but the whole way through, it’s Frank. It’s Frank, right? So it goes through all 
these stages and changes, but it’s always Frank.”  So, somehow she got that; I 
don’t know how she got that out of like what I was trying to explain because now 
that I’m saying it, it sounds crazy, but for some reason it helped her to understand 
it, so I think that there’s like an extent to which they’ve been able to kind of 
understand.  (Interview, May 11, 2015) 
These moments were especially reassuring for Brianna, given her struggles with this 
particular section.  Moreover, in evaluating her unit, like the other teachers, she seemed 
to define her success not in relation to her unit’s micro goals but often in relation to her 
broader macro goals.   
 Another success for Brianna came from her students making connections between 
new content and content learned in previous classes.  At the start of her next unit on 
Andrew Jackson, she said:  
Coming into this Jackson unit, when we started to talk about Jackson and the 
Bank, they were able to refer back to our earlier conversations about that Bank, 
and when we talked about the election of 1824, they were able to connect back to 
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the election of 1800 and 1796 and kind of talk about the electoral college system 
and why we have the electoral college system and some of the limitations of it.  
The fact that they’re able to make the connections, you know, when we first 
started talking about Andrew Jackson and why he might’ve been a person who 
appealed to the “common man,” so I think to the extent that they are able at least 
connect back to some of the content, I think it’s successful.  (Interview, May 11, 
2015) 
Brianna found it equally rewarding when her students made cross-disciplinary 
connections to other classes.  
The other thing that I really like is when they can connect to something they’re 
learning in another class; so, in a class I had on Wednesday, we were reflecting—
you know, we were making the connection back to “Federalist Paper #10,” and I 
was reminding them, “We’re not going to get rid of air because air feeds fire, you 
know, because then we’d die,” and one of the kids raises his hand and he’d be 
like, “Because we wouldn’t have any cellular respiration”; you know that’s what 
they’re learning in biology, and I’m like, “See, that’s great.”  Those are awesome 
moments, too, because you are taking what you’re learning outside of this 
classroom and you’re making these bigger connections…. When I hear those 
things it’s really exciting.  (Interview, April 17, 2015) 
Moments like these were pivotal for Brianna not because of what they revealed about her 
students’ understanding of history but for much greater reasons.  Asked about why 
connections like these were so exciting, she explained, “Because it’s, like, you’re 
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thinking, you’re learning, and when they make the connections, it’s like an “a-ha” 
moment, so they’re excited about their learning, and I’m excited, so it’s just like a good 
moment when they do that” (Interview, April 17, 2015).  Comments like this reveal the 
broad scope of Brianna’s instructional goals.  As she aptly put it in our last interview 
while discussing her aims, “What I want them to do is think” (Interview, May 11, 2015).  
Accordingly, this goal gave her the flexibility to recognize success, even when more 
narrow lesson or unit objectives were not met.  
 Breakthroughs with students.  Like James, the instances in which Brianna 
expressed pride in her students’ dramatic improvement were broad in their scope.  In 
some cases, for example, she focused on select students’ improved engagement with a 
lesson.  “So this was actually really good for Keisha, like, yesterday she was not engaged; 
today she was way more engaged” (Interview, April 14, 2015), she said during one 
interview.  During another, she recognized how one student was more invested in class, 
saying, “This is a win for Angie, because Angie usually does nothing.  Angie, before 
Christmas, went to Colombia for a month and never made up any of the work, so it’s like 
kind of a win for her” (Interview, April 13, 2015). 
 In other cases, the breakthroughs Brianna recognized were closely linked to 
previously mentioned psychological rewards.  In one example, she spoke of a routinely 
unengaged student who during class made a connection to something he remembered 
from earlier in the year:   
There was a point that Jeffrey connected back to something, and Jeffrey is like a 
disaster, so the fact that he was able to connect back to something, it’s, like, cool, 
		
243 
especially at this point in the year when they really are able to connect to even 
things that we did way back.  It shows me that the thread that I’ve been trying to 
carry through, like, they have it! So, you know, that always feels good when 
they’re able to make those connections.  (Interview, April 17, 2015) 
In another example, Brianna found it rewarding that similar students were making 
connections to material from previous units.  She explained:  
For this particular section, there were a couple of big wins where they were able 
to show that they had retained some information and be able to connect back, like 
when Amy remembered the piece—when Amy and Sherry remembered the pieces 
from Federalist paper #10—and when they remembered the connection to Shay’s 
rebellion and even at the last thirty seconds of class when Sunny remembers—at 
least he’s getting around the idea of mercantilism and the fact that the Colonists 
were smuggling in order to balance the amount of gold and silver that was going 
in and out, so you know I felt, like, when they made those connections I was like, 
“Oh, my god, you learned something!   I’m not a complete failure and my life is 
not wasted!”  (Interview, April 17, 2015) 
Had I observed a different section of Brianna’s, it is possible these moments may not 
have been as rewarding or even mentioned in our discussions.  What constitutes a 
breakthrough for teachers is relative to their knowledge of and history with particular 
students.  Moreover, some of Brianna’s breakthrough moments were significant in that 
they revealed to her that certain conceptual and historical understandings had endured 
months after she initially promoted them.  As tongue-in-cheek as her comments were 
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about not being a “complete failure,” that these understandings eventually manifested 
themselves provided validation that Brianna clearly yearned for.     
Summary 
 Brianna’s reflections were broad and far-reaching in their scope.  While 
reflecting, she fixated on how students were and were not understanding her greater unit 
and course themes; she found problematic how unengaged her students were with class 
activities; and when framing these problems, she thought about how her institutional 
surroundings were obstructing her goals. Brianna’s reflections revealed her to be astutely 
aware of her purposes for teaching and highly tolerant of uncertainty.  In coping with her 
practical shortcomings, whether it was her students’ final essay or the application of 
moral reasoning beyond school, Brianna often deferred to her more long-term 
instructional goals and values.  Because she believed her practice and her students’ 
learning to be in service of something greater, she could live with coming short of her 
more immediate goals in addition to not knowing how effective her instruction was.  
Finally, Brianna derived from her reflections a heightened awareness of her instructional 
agency.  From this understanding, she improved her sense of self-efficacy and expressed 
a desire to speak with more colleagues about their decision-making rationales.  In the 
following chapter, I discuss in more detail Brianna’s vision of teaching and its relation to 
her reflections-on-practice. 
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CHAPTER 5: THE CONTENTS OF HISTORY TEACHERS’ REFLECTIONS 
 
In Chapter 4, I examined the major themes that emerged across teachers’ 
responses to theory-practice tensions (research question 2).  In doing so, I examined both 
the collective and the specific (Stake, 2006), shedding light on teachers’ shared reflective 
processes while preserving the idiosyncrasy of the contents of their reflections.  This 
chapter however, focuses exclusively on the collective cross-case findings, presenting the 
major themes that emerged across the overall contents of teachers’ reflections.  Initially, 
this proved a daunting task as the focus of teachers’ reflections were, to borrow from 
Brianna, often scattered and a bit of a “mess” (Interview, April 17, 2015).  It was, as 
Ladson-Billings (1995) wrote, a “researcher’s nightmare” (p. 162), in that there were no 
easily discernable patterns or similarities among their reflective thoughts.  In many ways, 
this was not surprising given the variance of the teachers’ school contexts, curricular 
units, and educational experiences.  However, upon revisiting my literature review and 
my Phase 1 interviews where I inventoried each teacher’s beliefs about teaching and aims 
of history education, I discovered key points of congruence between them. 
In this chapter, I make six assertions from the data about the content of the 
reflections of experienced inquiry-oriented history teachers in urban contexts.  First, the 
teachers’ long-term values were a central focus of their reflections, as these values largely 
determined what they found most problematic and rewarding about their practice and 
helped them cope with their practical shortcomings.  Second, the role of faith was integral 
to teachers’ coping with problems of practice, with teachers, when troubled, affirming 
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their faith in future learning by returning to ideas that served as refuges.  Third, the 
teachers saw their practices as linked to issues of inclusiveness and schooling while 
reflecting.  Fourth, teachers’ students and their growth, or lack of growth, was a 
prominent feature of their reflections, especially in instances of reflection-in-action.  
Fifth, the teachers unearthed and criticized taken-for-granted assumptions about their 
practice.  Sixth, the teachers reported they thought about their essential questions while 
reflecting, with three of four teachers expressing problems with their questions or 
concluding they needed to be revised.  I begin my examination of each theme by 
unpacking its meaning and grounding it within the literature.  I then examine how the 
teachers’ reflections exemplify each theme.  In cases where a teacher’s reflections were 
atypical for that theme, I offer an explanation. 
It is important to note that because some of my research questions are interrelated 
and overlap with another, so do my findings in this chapter.  For example, the 
overarching focus and contents of teachers’ reflections (Research Question 1) is closely 
related to how they frame and respond to theory-practice tensions (Research Question 2).  
Likewise, the findings discussed within the theme of  “reflection on student learning,” for 
example, are also touched upon in relation to multiple research questions and referenced 
within other themes.  Ultimately, I hope that readers will gain a sense of the 
interconnectedness among the research questions and themes from a careful reading of 
the findings in their entirety.   
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Values 
 The most prominent theme that emerged across the cases was how each teacher’s 
values permeated their reflections.  These values differed from the easily measurable 
objectives most commonly linked to teachers’ daily and immediate learning goals (Tyler, 
1949).  This is not to suggest that such objectives were unimportant to teachers, as they 
were touched upon in many ways during their reflections.  But upon closer examination, 
these goals took a back seat to their more enduring and far-reaching educational values, 
all of which were deeply held and personal for the teachers.  At times, these values 
manifested themselves as they discussed their purposes for history education; at others, in 
discussions that revealed their enduring curricular goals and broader aims of education.  
What teachers found most problematic and rewarding about their work could be linked to 
these values.  
My understanding of teachers’ values is primarily informed by the work of 
Zeichner and Liston (2014).  In their book, Reflective Teaching: An Introduction, they 
write that teachers’ values reflect what they believe to be “good and bad in life generally, 
and more specifically, in education” (p. 32).  A product of their past educational and 
personal experiences and knowledge gleaned from outside sources (e.g., teacher 
education coursework, formal reasearch on teaching, conversations with colleagues), 
teachers’ values affect how they interpret and react to their experiences and accordingly 
frame the development of their personal and professional identities.  Handal and Lauvas 
(as cited in Zeichner & Liston, 2014) add that from these values, teachers can sort out and 
prioritize what is most and least important about their practical experiences.  Zeichner 
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and Liston contend that teachers’ values have a dominating effect on their practices, 
particularly on their broader aims, and that understanding teachers’ values is crucial to 
understanding the “substance of teacher reflection” (p. 27).   
Additionally, my understanding of teachers’ values is informed by several closely 
related ideas from the literature.  These include: teachers’ vision (Hammerness, 2006), 
the attitude of wholeheartedness (Dewey, 1933/1964; Rogers, 2002), and history 
teachers’ sense of purpose (Barton & Levstik, 2004).  Hammerness (2006) conceptualizes 
vision as teachers’ idealized images of their work.  She writes that teachers’ vision affects 
the way they feel about themselves and their teaching and functions as a reflective 
mechanism: 
Like a mirror, teachers compare daily practice to their vision and recognize 
successes as well as identifying areas for improvement.  In that sense, teachers’ 
vision looks back and sees forward, encompassing past efforts in order to move 
closer to future aims.  (p. 3)   
Vision is inherently imaginative and far-reaching in nature.  It encompasses not just 
teachers’ desired immediate influence on student learning but also what they hope to 
accomplish in their careers.  However, the reflection engendered by vision can be as 
“dark” as it is inspiring for teachers.  Hammerness adds that teachers’ perception of the 
gap between their vision and current practice helps explain their professional decisions, 
“particulary about when to stay, where to go, and whether to leave teaching altogether” 
(p. 5).  
Vision requires an attitude of wholeheartedness.  Similar to teachers’ vision, 
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Dewey (1939/1964) wrote that reflection occurs only when teachers “prize and care for” 
(p. 94) or devote themselves wholeheartedly to their aims. “Without wholeheartedness, 
there exists indifference, and the energy to observe and gather information about learners 
and their learning, one’s teaching and so forth is not there” (Rogers, 2002, p. 859).  
Teachers, in order to be devoted fully to their aims, must be disciplined cognitively and 
emotionally so that their reflection is undistracted.  Barton and Levstik (2004) situate the 
importance of wholeheartedness within history education.  They caution, “Without a 
sense of purpose that is clearly thought out and articulated, teachers may fall prey to each 
new fad or harebrained instructional program, or they may find themselves adopting the 
practices of their peers by default” (p. 255).  The authors argue that when history 
teachers’ purposes are deeply personal and unwavering, their practices are more likely to 
align with them.   
Although the concepts of vision, wholeheartedness, and purpose are distinct in 
their own right, what binds them together are teachers’ deeply held values, which are 
often linked to more long-range goals and serve as the catalyst for their reflections.  
Dewey (1964) often used various iterations of these concepts (e.g., ends-in-view, aims, 
undivided interest) interchangeably and argued values to be inseparable from them. I use 
the concept in like fashion throughout this chapter.  The reflections of James, Bill, Kati, 
and Brianna, I argue, can all be understood through their values.  In the section that 
follows, I illustrate how these values determined what they found most problematic (and 
rewarding) about their practice and how their commitment to and understanding of these 
values helped them cope with and accept other problems.    
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Tension and Alignment Between Teachers’ Values and Their Reflections  
 All four participants’ reflections were closely linked to their values.  As for why 
these teachers were so fixated on their (long-term) values while reflecting and not 
distracted by lesser issues, I argue it to be partially a result of their reflection on and 
refinement of these values throughout their careers.  From their years of teaching 
experience, these teachers were able to mitigate (or accept) the managerial issues that 
often beset the practices of beginning history teachers (Martell, 2013b).  Similar to the 
experienced teachers highlighted in the previously reviewed critical-practical case 
literature (Barton, 2005; Grant, 2003; Webeck, Salinas, & Field, 2005), the teachers in 
this study had developed a heightened sense of who they were and what they stood for as 
educators.  While reflecting, the teachers were more conscious of, could articulate, and 
could prioritize the things they “prized and cared for” (Dewey, 1939/1964, p. 94) most.  
 From James’ descriptions of vision of teaching, it was clear that he cared deeply 
about his students’ agency as learners.  His ideal classroom was a place where his 
students were engaged in a “giant group inquiry” (Interview, March 4, 2015) where he 
gave minimal guidance.  It was also important to him that his students think contextually 
about and feel connected to past.  Being connected to the past was especially important to 
James.  During his reflections, he was dismayed by his students’ ahistorical thinking 
during their Constitution simulation and the fact he needed to exert more control over his 
students’ learning than he wanted.  As he valued an inclusive curriculum and classroom 
environment, in part because of his years of experience as a special educator, such 
moments provoked a “pause” for James as they revealed a gap between these values and 
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his practice.  While James throught the unit was an overall success, he did not think it 
was very “genuine because [he] led it too much” (Interview, March 11, 2015).  
Additionally given his students’ immigrant backgrounds, he found his use of the 
pronouns “we” and “us” during his discussion about American History very problematic, 
remarking, “I’m not being inclusive and I’m not being truthful; I can’t say ‘we’ or 
‘us’...some of them consider themselves Puerto Rican” (Interview, March 4, 2015).   
 Brianna, too, valued students’ agency a great deal.  It was important that her 
students take responsibility for their learning and that they understood learning was 
predicated on struggle, a theme which not coincidentally lied at the heart of her year-long 
essential question about the nature of democracy.  Brianna also valued her relationships 
with students.  “The really big things for me” (Interview, April 14, 2015), she said while 
reflecting on one lesson, “It’s about the kids and it’s about the relationships that I’m 
forming with the kids.”  She said she felt it was critical for her students to feel 
comfortable enough to be vulnerable and share deeply personal ideas with her and their 
classmates.  Accordingly, she honed in on discrepancies between her practice and these 
values throughout her reflections.  That many of her students seemed reluctant to struggle 
with challenging situations was a point of contention.  Likewise, Brianna was especially 
troubled by one student’s—Johnny’s—uncharacteristic behavior as it signaled to her that 
she might have embarassed him and jeopardized her relationship with him in the process.   
 Kati largely viewed and taught history through a lens of critical race and social 
justice.  Her long-term aims revolved around her students developing a critical view of 
how and for whom knowledge is constructed.  She, more than any other participant, said 
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that she believed that this was of special importance given her students’ ethnic 
backgrounds.  Ideally, her classroom was a place where her students were “stepping into 
uncomfortable spaces” (Interview, February 24, 2015) and questioning the hidden 
curriculum embedded within dominant historical narratives.  Fittingly, while reflecting on 
her teaching, she noticed and found troubling that many of her students seemed to be 
clinging to their pre-existing beliefs about racism and slavery.  Additionally, she found it 
problematic how her mini-lecture on the slave trade was too Eurocentric and that, during 
some discussions, her White students were unengaged and not connecting to the unit.  
And despite her greater goal of “encouraging more skepticism about sources” (Interview, 
April 17, 2015), she said she needed more time to consider why some of her students 
were becoming overly cynical about the information they were encountering in her class. 
 From his time as a public policy lawyer, Bill deeply valued evidence-based 
argumentation skills.  If his students were able to acquire and master these skills, Bill 
claimed, they would not only pass the MCAS but be prepared for the demands of college 
and civic life, the latter of which was most important to Bill.  He elaborated: 
Behind it all is me as a lawyer. Argument. Evidence. Make your point. These are 
skills I want them to have. We're social studies teachers and our overarching goal 
is to graduate students who are going to be productive citizens in our community. 
(Interview, March 19, 2015) 
During his reflections, Bill focused on the lack of facts and organization in his students’ 
writing and what he perceived as his students’ overly emotional oral arguments.  
Reflecting on his class debate, for example, he said he thought his students neglected 
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many of his provided sources and were too focused on how racially discriminatory the 
New Deal was, saying “It became this Black-White argument, did you notice?  The 
debate degenerated into that afterwards.  There's plenty of economic data out there and 
there's plenty in the material that I gave them” (Interview, March 11, 2015).  
 For each of these teachers, the absence of what they prized most prompted their 
reflections.  This finding strengthens and adds depth to Barton and Avery’s (2016) review 
of research on social studies teachers’ purposes and experiences.  They found history 
teachers’ sense of purpose to have a strong influence on their ability to employ inquiry 
methods.  But Zeichner and Liston (2014) caution, “Knowing what we are about when 
we act does not ensure that we always are successful….Reflective teachers are fallible 
teachers” (pp. 12–13).  Indeed, the four teachers in this study were fallible, as their 
practices did not always align with their purposes.  What is important, however, is that 
these teachers were especially mindful of the disconnect between them.  They were, as 
Dewey (1933/1964) wrote, wholeheartedly devoted to their aims and as a result were 
always reflecting on how those aims might be better realized.   
This focus also naturally extended to what the teachers found most rewarding 
about their practice.  As I pointed out in Chapter 4, teachers with more long-range goals 
often have to accept indicators of partial effectiveness as the basis for success (Lortie, 
1975/2002).  This explains why Bill was satisfied in seeing some growth in his students’ 
analytical essays and why Brianna took solace in how a few students were beginning to 
understand her year-long theme; its why Kati was satisfied that some students 
remembered the difference between a dominant and counter narrative and why James 
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reported he felt great about Jaylen, a normally reserved student of his, beginning to open 
up and participate in class.  I discuss more in depth in a later section the finding that the 
basis of their psychological rewards was usually linked to their students’ growth.     
Reliance on Values As A Coping Mechanism   
 The teachers’ understanding of and commitment to their values also helped them 
cope with and accept some of their problems of practice.  Toward the end of her unit, 
Brianna said that despite her students’ reluctance to think deeply and them being behind 
her other sections in their progress through the curriculum, she would neither speed up 
the pace of her class nor adopt a pedagogy of coverage because those practices would not 
have been well-suited to her values.  Brianna explained why she could live with this 
problem:  “I’m not willing to sacrifice you actively being a learner,” (Interview, April 13, 
2015).  Bill embodied a similar defiance when reflecting on his students’ argumentative 
difficulties during his class debate.  Though not pleased with their performance, he 
remained steadfast in his commitment to teaching the skill, saying, “In a month I'll have 
another debate, I don't know on what.  Like, we can do:  Should the United States have 
dropped a bomb on Hiroshima?” (Interview, March 11, 2015).  Like Brianna, Bill said he 
thought that a defensive response to this problem (assuming his students were not capable 
of debating and lowering his expectations) would compromise his values.   
 Though not as defiantly as Bill and Brianna, James and Kati also drew upon their 
values in coping with problems.  In reflecting on how unsure she was about her students 
of color feeling empowered from her unit on slavery, Kati felt that living with that 
uncertainty was a natural consequence of teaching toward such an ambitious goal 
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(Interview, May 19, 2015).  Her reluctant acceptance of this issue can be traced back to a 
value she espoused in our first interview.  She said, “Even if they don’t get it quite how I 
want them to, there’s a benefit to them discovering it.  There’s a benefit to their self-
discovery, too, because then it’s theirs” (Interview, February 24, 2015).  For a similar 
reason, James could live with his Constitutional Convention simulation not going as well 
as he had planned because he valued the fact that it would give his students “ownership 
over the Constitution” (Interview, March 11, 2015) when they began studying the actual 
document in their next unit.  From these reflections, we see how future-oriented these 
teachers were.  Because they viewed their current practices as connected to something 
valuable that they hoped would happen down the road, they could live with various 
problems and not be “overly harsh toward themselves” (Zeichner & Liston, 2014, p. 13).   
Grant and Gradwell (2010) argued courage to be an enabling quality of ambitious 
history teaching.  The ways in which these four teachers fell back on their values in 
coping with their problems of practice supports their assertion.  As Sockett (1993) wrote, 
courage is the  “determination to stick to one’s principles” (p. 71) in the face of adversity 
and “in the pursuit of long-term commitments that are morally desirable” (p. 73).  Faced 
with problems to which they could have responded by feeling defeated or lowering their 
expectations for students, the teachers’ attatchment to their values and long-term 
commitments rendered those options moot, allowing them to demonstrate their courage 
and determination by not giving up.  What is more, the teachers remained fixated on their 
personal values even though three of the four worked in schools where they were were 
not supported in basing their practice on these values (I examine this more in-depth in a 
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later section).  The courage to pursue and remain committed to grand aims, at times, also 
reveals a corresponding virtue:  faith.  In the next section, I discuss the role of faith in 
teachers’ reflections and the where they go to reaffirm their deeply held values.       
 
Havens for Faith 
Another theme that emerged across the cases was teachers’ faith.  This faith was 
not religious in nature but more akin to the faith acknowledged by Yearwood (2003) in 
her essay “Teaching as Gardening.”  She explained: 
I am a year-round gardener….When I plant my seeds, I believe without a doubt 
that they will grow.  I have no evidence that these particular seeds will grow, but I 
am firm in my belief that they will.  Without that strong conviction, my efforts 
would be tenuous at best….I am not a perfect gardener.  In spite of all my faith, 
hope, and love, many of my plants do not thrive and flourish….However, I keep 
cultivating.  I am aware of my limitations, but my faith is unshaken.  (pp. 50–51) 
At its core, faith constitutes a trusted belief in something important, often in the absence 
of evidence—a sort of optimistic acceptance of the unknown.  Discussing faith in relation 
to education bespeaks assumptions about teaching that run counter to prevailing notions 
of instruction as purely rational and data-driven (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 2009; Nagle, 
2009).  As suggested by Yearwood, it assumes that teaching is inherently emotional work 
that sometimes brings with it unanswerable dilemmas that only faith can ease.   
 This idea of faith is central to what Zeichner and Liston (2014) describe as the 
spiritual-contemplative tradition of reflective practice.  They argue that teachers, 
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especially those who view their work as a vocation, often are faced with questions of 
existential significance:  “How can I teach effectively when everyday life drains my 
students’ energies?” (p. 71).  “How is it that the teaching I love…brings me to the brink 
of exhaustion almost on a regular basis?” (p. 72).  What keeps me going without clear 
evidence of possible success?  Questions like this are likely to be compounded for 
teachers who work in very challenging urban school districts (Kelly, 2004; Liston & 
Zeichner, 1990; Nieto, 2003), especially those driven by visions of ambitious outcomes 
they may not ever see.  Huebner (as cited in Zeichner & Liston, 2014) argued that when 
faced with these questions, teachers must maintain a form of “spiritual discipline” (p. 73).  
This entails nurturing their imagination and seeking out sources of faith to help them 
rediscover meaning in their work.  The teachers in this study, some more explicitly than 
others, relied on faith at various points throughout their reflections.  I purposely refer to 
the ideas from which they derived their faith as “havens” because the word implies a 
place of comfort and refuge, which adequately encapsulates teachers’ reasons for seeking 
out these ideas.  These havens consisted of their school community, their sense of 
responsibility toward their students and society, and their deep understanding of the 
nature of teaching as demonstrated through metaphors. 
It is understandable that some might find a discussion of faith in conjunction with 
schooling and teaching disturbing, given its association with religion.  However, the faith 
exhibited by these teachers was never in reference to any religious beliefs or institutions 
and is very closely tied to a number of other widely accepted virtues of teaching.  These 
include:  trust (Sockett, 1993), vision (Hammerness, 2006), care (Tate, 2006), patience 
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(Banner & Cannon, 1997), and hope (Nolan & Stitzlein, 2011).  To varying degrees, 
putting each of these virtues into practice involves a leap of faith on the part of teachers. 
School Community 
 Of all the participants, the theme of faith is most exemplified in the case of Kati, 
as she explicitly acknowledged its role in her practice and even viewed history teaching 
“as having a spiritual component to it” (Interview, May 19, 2015).  Kati was also the only 
one who generally spoke favorably of her school context.  After several years in an 
unsupportive school district, she described her new school as a “love match” (Field notes, 
May 19, 2015).  Accordingly when faced with deep confusion, she looked to her a school 
as a haven for faith.   
In her final interview, Kati’s reflections were quite existential.  Reflecting on how 
her unit on the Afrikan Diapora went, she remarked:  “I just have a lot of questions at this 
point and not a lot of answers….There’s just so many metaquestions for me about the 
whole thing” (Interview, May 19, 2015).  Nevertheless, Kati remained optimistic in light 
of her school community.  Because of her “good personal relationships with students” she 
had faith that her conversations with them about race would continue.  Despite her 
fretting about whether or not her students understood the big picture of the unit, she 
reported that she believed that the students would “continue to be pushed to grapple with 
so much stuff,” that, even if not in her course, they would learn what they needed to learn 
in a colleague’s course.  Through her positive relationships and communications with 
colleagues, Kati had faith that she would eventually learn the extent of her effectiveness 
with her students.  She looked forward to when her 10th grade colleagues would have her 
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students the following year so that they could help her get a sense of what her students 
took away from her unit and course (Interview, May 19, 2015).  Kati’s reflections 
confirm that a teacher can cope with conflict when “in the presence of others who radiate 
faith and hope and power” (Huebner, as cited in Zeichner & Liston, 2014, p. 73).   
Responsibility To Students and Society  
 Whereas Kati could look to her school as a source of faith, James and Brianna 
could not and needed to look elsewhere.  In times of deep conflict they instead turned to 
the sense of responsibility they felt toward their students and society.  Brianna at one 
point during an interview found herself overwhelmed by the cognitive-emotional toll the 
school year had taken on her.  “After you left my mind was blown and I was like, ‘I can’t 
teach anymore—I have to retire’” (Interview, April 14, 2015).  That she “lived to teach 
another day,”  Brianna attributed to her experiences as a student in that same school and 
what she felt would be the undesirable consequences if she did not. 
When I’m thinking about teaching these kids, I just sort of feel like there’s a lot at 
stake….It’s my responsibility to teach you how to learn and it’s my responsibility 
to try to help even the playing field and to give you the same advantages that I 
was given as a student in the [district]….It doesn’t matter that I teach history.  
The value that I see in my work is beyond teaching the kids history.  (Interview, 
April 14, 2015) 
Although James did not encounter any moments of existential crisis during our 
interviews, in our last interview he admitted such moments do happen.  He said: 
It’s this empathy for these inner city kids.  So, yeah, I’m constantly thinking about 
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that. That’s why I got into the job and that’s why I continue to do it.  Every time I 
think about quitting and doing something else I think, “Who’s going to do this?”  
(Interview, March 11, 2015) 
Responsibility relates to reflective teaching as a moral trait that involves thinking 
about how one’s teaching affects students’ intellectual and emotional development and 
the socio-political consequences of one’s work (Dewey, 1933/1964; Zeichner & Liston, 
2014).  In times of crises, James and Brianna especially seemed to resort to their faith in 
the latter.  Because they had faith they were contributing, even if only in a small way, to 
bettering society or the life chances of their students, they could preserve their “potential 
to keep acting productively day after day, throughout the year” (Lampert, as cited in 
Hammerness et al., 2005, p. 377). 
Metaphors for the Nature of Teaching 
 A final source of faith for teachers came from their metaphorical understanding of 
the work of teachers and the relationship between teaching and learning.  Unlike more 
logical and propositional types of pedagogical knowledge, teachers’ metaphors are more 
evocative and reveal how they conceive of their approach to teaching and to the 
development of their professional identities (Zeichner & Liston, 2014).  Badley and 
Hollabaugh (2012) wrote that such metaphors are “somewhat tangled up with metaphors 
for teachers, metaphors for learners, metaphors for curriculum, and so on” (p. 54).  This 
assertion is a good description of the metaphors employed by teachers in this study, 
metaphors which they used at various points to help make sense of their practice.  A 
summary of these metaphors and what I inferred them to assume about teaching and 
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teachers can be found in Table 5.1.   
 
Table 5.1.  
Metaphors Used by Teachers While Reflecting 
 Teaching As Teacher As Implied Assumptions About Role of 
Teachers and/or Teaching 
Kati Planting seeds Gardener, pastor Teaching is an act of faith and love; 
Teachers provoke and heal 
James Juggling, 
introduction to 
democracy 
Model of 
democracy, 
juggler 
Teaching is an inherently problematic 
balancing act that necessitates continuous 
growth 
Bill Government 
assistance 
Benevolent 
parent 
Teachers create opportunities for students 
to help themselves 
Brianna Juggling, 
democracy 
Juggler Teaching is an inherently problematic 
balancing act that necessitates continuous 
growth 
 
 Like Yearwood (2003), Kati saw teaching as gardening.  Reflecting on one lesson 
she said, “When things sort of fall a little flat…I always sort of console myself with, 
‘Well, I’ve planted the seed’” (Interview, May 14, 2015).  When faced with deep 
uncertainty about how effective her unit was, she did exactly that, saying: “As much as I 
fret about some stuff…I do feel like I planted some seeds for justice just by focusing on 
it, you know?  Just by being a person of authority…and being like, ‘Yeah, this is worthy 
of study’” (Interview, May 19, 2015).  Kati’s more spiritual view of teaching also evoked 
an image of teachers as pastors, one of which she overheard to say that their job was to 
comfort the disturbed and disturb the comforted.  Though she again had little evidence of 
her desired impact on students, she claimed to believe that the opportunities to grapple 
with issues about race she provided might have disturbed and comforted the students who 
needed it most.  
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 James and Brianna both used the metaphor of juggling to describe their work as 
teachers.  Brianna saw reflection itself as a juggling act, saying in our first interview that 
she is always “following the moving parts” (Interview, February 26, 2015) (e.g., content, 
students’ personal issues, classroom management) while reflecting.  In our final 
interview, Brianna said that from reflecting on her work with me, her metaphor was 
solidified for her, thus engendering a sense of faith in her own abilties as a teacher.   
Watching myself juggling the balls I think was interesting because it was like, 
“Oh yeah there is actually a lot going on all at the same time,” and I guess, you 
know, in some ways it actually made me feel like I am good at what I do because 
I think this has been a really frustrating year in a lot of ways.  (Interview, May 11, 
2015) 
For James, his image of teaching (and classroom management) as juggling was 
comforting in a similar way.  He reported that thinking about teaching in this way helped 
him reflect on and take pride in how his “juggling” skills had improved throughout his 
career.  
Bill, James, and Brianna all used themes from their curriculum as metaphors at 
one point.  James and Brianna, both of whom were at career crossroads at the time of this 
study, used their understanding of democracy as unfinished as a tongue-in-cheek 
metaphor for their future professional development.  While reflecting about the teacher 
he would like to become in his next school, James said:  
There is no perfect teacher.  So, whose more perfect teacher [italics added for 
emphasis] do I want to be?  You can work towards being this thing that you will 
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never become and be aware that you will never become perfect.  The teacher I 
want to be is kind of the teacher I am now, constantly reflecting, always trying to 
grow….It’s a journey with no end.  (Interview, March 11, 2015) 
Brianna said of the prospect of staying in her current school, “It’s become pretty clear to 
me that if I stayed here, I wouldn’t really grow that much as a teacher” (Interview, May 
11, 2015).  In spite of being unsure of how her identity would evolve in a new school, she 
said with a smile, “Teaching is becoming rather than being.  Its essence is eternal 
struggle.”  And although Bill was very dismayed by the fact that so few of his students 
were excelling academically in his class, he used the metaphor of teaching as government 
assistance to help himself cope, saying, “What's the role of government, right?  You push 
people hard enough so that they can push themselves.  I pushed them as far as I—At 
some point you've got to push yourself, you've got to help yourself.  (Interview, March 
12, 2015) 
 The teachers’ use of metaphors in their practice confirms Zeichner and Liston’s 
(2014) assertion that “metaphors appear in the natural language of teachers as they talk 
about their teaching” (p. 43).  In looking across their metaphors, some common threads 
emerge to help us understand how they engendered teachers’ faith in themselves and their 
work in difficult times.  Consider Kati and Bill employed the metaphors of gardening and 
government to assess their work.  The utilization of these metaphors suggests that there 
may be stronger and better ways to assess teaching than the rationalized teacher 
accountability measures used by administrators (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 2009).  The 
metaphors of juggling and democracy carry with them related assumptions, as they both 
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suggest teaching to be “unforgivingly complex” (Cochran-Smith, 2003, p. 4) and teacher 
learning to be ongoing.  All of these metaphors invoke images of teaching in which 
uncertainty is understood and accepted as an ingrained feature of practice.  A teacher 
cannot assure their students will learn any more than a gardener can be certain her or his 
plants will flourish.  Likewise, neither democracy nor juggling are static in nature; their 
only assured feature is constant change. I contend that the teachers’ use of these 
particular metaphors in times of difficulty helped normalize their uncertainties.  From this 
comforted state of mind they could, to borrow from Yearwood (2003), accept their 
limitations and continue to cultivate their “gardens.”    
 
Social Justice and Criticism 
In Chapter 2, I discussed the critical and social reconstructionist model of 
reflection along with its implications for history teachers and reflection in the social 
studies.  In this section I examine how at various points the teachers’ reflections aligned 
with this model.  My understanding of this model of reflection is primarily rooted in the 
work of Zeichner and Liston (Liston & Zeichner, 1990; Zeichner, 1994; Zeichner & 
Liston, 2014).  Reflection within this tradition is a moral and political act that has two 
key interrelated characteristics:  (a) a critical view of the social and institutional 
conditions of teachers’ work and (b) a focus on issues of inclusion and social justice 
embedded within classroom practice.  The latter is especially illustrated by culturally 
relevant social studies (Ladson-Billings, 2001), which I also draw upon here.   
According to Ladson-Billings (2001), culturally relevant teaching is integral to 
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the social studies’ mission of preparing all students to be responsible citizens in a 
multicultural democracy.  It is a “pedagogy of opposition that recognizes and celebrates 
student culture” (p. 202).  Social studies teachers working from this stance recognize the 
important role students’ cultures and identities (e.g., race, class, ethnicity, national origin, 
religion, sexuality, gender) play in their learning of the discipline.  History teachers 
operating from this stance work to help students of all backgrounds identify with history 
and “challenge the ways in which their stories are told” (p. 206).  Finally, culturally 
relevant social studies teachers’ value of inclusion extends to their view of  “excellence 
as a complex standard” (p. 212).  These teachers give students a variety of opportunities 
to demonstrate expertise in the social studies.   
 In the next section, I begin by examining how three of the four participants 
questioned some of their school (and district) norms and policies, and how at times they 
located their problems of practice within them.  I then discuss how all the participants’ 
reflections, in one way or another, embodied aspects of culturally relevant (social studies) 
teaching.  In cases where a participant’s reflections were atypical of that theme, I offer 
my explanation.   
Questioning School and District Norms and Policies 
 As previously mentioned, Kati found her school culture to be very supportive, so 
much so that she looked to it as a source of faith during difficult times.  James, Bill, and 
Brianna, however, taught in schools where most of the teachers and administrators 
implicitly espoused values contrary to their own.  As a result, they were critical of some 
of the their school and district norms and policies.  James did not support his students’ 
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previous school’s sub-separate special education policy and saw it as partially responsible 
for his students’ difficulties during his Constitutional Convention role-play.  As a special 
educator, James naturally thought that his students needed special accommodations, but 
he felt their exclusion from the regular education population over time had conditioned 
them to the type of simplistic teaching and learning that frequently ails urban history 
classrooms (National Council for the Social Studies, 2013; VanSledright, 2011).   
James was also critical of the district’s overemphasis on testing for a similar 
reason, suggesting it explained why his students had difficulty with a “free-write” that 
had no wrong or right answer.  When I asked James if his students had trouble accepting 
the openness of such assignments, he said, “Most students have it.  It’s been reinforced 
enough that…they’re told that things are wrong or right.  They’re told to fill in bubbles 
and if they fill in the wrong bubble they’re wrong” (Interview, March 4, 2015).  Bill 
shared James’ view on this matter, saying at one point:   
You gotta get used to standardized tests, we all take them.  They're going to be 
part of our lives.  But the overemphasis on standardized tests to measure your 
mastery of a subject is getting to be a bit much, even on history.  I'm teaching 
history and I get a “close reading” from the department that has nothing to do 
with the fucking Industrial Revolution or this or that....The kids are over-tested.  
There's testing and there's over-testing.  (Interview, March 19, 2015) 
James’ and Bill’s schools were deemed “underperforming” (Level 3 and Level 4 
‘turnaround’ designation), so all history students in those schools were required to take 
additional district-created close-reading/DBQ exams to reinforce skills that were assessed 
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in their end-of-year state exams.  Although they did not ignore this requirement, each of 
them, like other ambitious history teachers (DiCamillo & Gradwell, 2012; Gradwell, 
2006; Grant & Gradwell, 2010), cited their school’s overemphasis on testing as having an 
influence on their decision to temporarily move away from assessments that mirrored the 
district’s.  For James, this meant experimenting with a role-play; for Bill, it meant giving 
his students a break from DBQs and trying an oral debate.   
 Brianna’s school, too, resembled what Cornbleth (2002) described as a 
competitive climate where the school atmosphere is dominated by testing, but in a 
different way.  Brianna’s school was an exam school (Level 1 designation), and its status 
exempted it from requiring students take district history exams.  Nevertheless, its 
reputation as a top-performing district school encouraged a competitive school culture 
that made Brianna feel she was always “paddling the canoe upstream” (Interview, April 
14, 2015).  Explaining why her students seemed reluctant to challenge themselves in 
class and were prone to copying each other’s work, she said the following about her 
school’s culture:    
Most of these kids have been in this school now for almost three years with very 
little accountability and very little responsibility for their own learning….I have 
been trying to undo that for the past year….It’s just trying to break a habit, a 
culture that really extends beyond my classroom walls. (Interview, April 13, 
2015)   
Ideally the kids would want to learn because things are interesting, and when you 
copy somebody’s work it’s like, “Why, what are you getting out of it?  What’s 
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behind that credit?”....I try to work with them on that, but you know that’s why 
I’m looking forward to teaching at like a non-exam school.  (Interview, April 14, 
2015) 
Here, Brianna echoes the problems faced by James in challenging existing norms 
embedded within school culture.  As Simon and Johnson (2015) wrote, the strength of a 
school’s culture is closely linked to teacher retention in urban schools.  That James and 
Brianna each decided to transfer to another school at the end of the year certainly lends 
support to their assertion.  However, their decisions to leave could just as well be linked 
to the mid-career introspection and fear of stagnation that is common among teachers 
with 10 to 20 years of experience (Huberman, 1995).  At various points each of them 
alluded to a “nagging feeling of routine” (p. 199), which for them only a change of 
scenery or position could subdue. 
Because these teachers critically focused on their school context when reflecting 
does not suggest a lack of responsibility on their part for their problems of practice.  As I 
reported in the previous chapter, Bill, James, and Brianna located many of their practical 
issues within their own beliefs and instructional decisions.  What their reflections do 
show exemplifies Zeichner and Liston’s (2014) recommendation that teachers strike a 
balance in focusing “internally on their own practices and externally on the social 
conditions of their practice” (p. 20).  Although the teachers’ action plans described in 
Chapter 4 were largely devoid of ways to change these conditions, their responses 
(especially Bill’s and James’) to them were neither accepting nor submissive. 
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Inclusion and Culturally Relevant Pedagogy 
 Throughout the study, three of the four teachers’ reflections were at times focused 
on their students’ cultural backgrounds and the extent to which their practices and 
classroom environments were inclusive of those backgrounds.  James and Kati noticed 
that their presentations of history were not as inclusive of their students’ national and 
ethnic origins as they had hoped they would be.  On more than one occasion James, 
whose class included undocumented immigrants, was dismayed by how frequently he 
used first-person plural prounouns while presenting American history to them.  He said, 
“I’m teaching U.S. History to kids who aren’t even citizens and I say ‘we’ and ‘us’ all the 
time. I think about that all the time” (Interview, March 11, 2015).  James’ problem of 
using first-person plural pronouns when discussing the past with his students closely 
aligns with the work of Barton and Levstik (2004).  They write that frequently American 
history teachers promote a single national identity as opposed to encouraging students to 
identify along other lines such as race, class, and gender.  James, however, after-the-fact 
was conscious of his students’ racial and immigrant backgrounds and understood that 
such promotion was inherently exclusionary. 
Kati shared a similar concern while watching her mini-lecture on the slave trade, 
saying it was too “Eurocentric because it’s privileging the Trans-Atlantic slave trade.  It 
doesn’t talk about the slave trade that happened in the Muslim-Arabian Peninsula” 
(Interview, April 13, 2015).  When asked about what prompted this observation, Kati 
explained how she remembered that one of her student’s families was from Somolia.  As 
in Martell’s (2013a) reflections on his inquiry teaching, the possiblity of privileging 
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historical narratives with which their students could not identify was concerning for 
James and Kati.   
 The teachers also focused on the role their students’ cultural backgrounds played 
in their interpretation of and response to historical content.  Brianna reported that she 
thought about the impact social class and national origin had on her students’ 
understanding of Alexander Hamilton and Thomas Jefferson’s view of human nature and 
the economy.  She said of one student’s confusion:   
This is where [Essie] was struggling with Alexander Hamilton….Essie is a fairly 
recent immigrant from Nigeria and so I think she sees the United States as this 
great land of opportunity….Just knowing what I know about Essie, I was just sort 
of thinking that’s probably what was going on in her head.  For me it’s sort of like 
also thinking about the lens through which these kids are going to be thinking 
about this perception of human nature and the perception of work and the 
perception of building an economy….So I guess I’m very conscious throughout 
this lesson about some of the class implications.  It’s always kind of in the back of 
my mind when I’m talking about this stuff, too.  Like, through which lens are you 
guys seeing this?  (Interview, April 14, 2015) 
During her reflections, Brianna was mindful of how her own class background colored 
her interpretation of her unit and said this consciousness helped her continually consider 
differences in how her students’ backgrounds were influencing their own interpretations.   
 James and Kati said they thought about the interaction between their students’ 
backgrounds and their curricular aims but with more uncertainty.  James on more than 
		
271 
one occasion reflected on the difficulty of teaching culturally relevant topics in his 
history class.  He said, “It’s really hard when you have topics like the Depression and 
how it was awful being so poor and hungry and I’m sitting there telling this to kids who 
are just as poor….That’s difficult.” (Interview, February 5, 2015).  He echoed this 
sentiment in a later interview, saying:   
In U.S. 2, all of the stuff that comes up with unions and the second Industrial 
Revolution and we did all of these things to help poor people, and I’m like, “All 
of these kids are poor and did we really do anything to help anybody?”  I 
struggled with that in U.S. 2 last year a lot….Like, where is the progress here?   
It’s difficult to teach the Progressive Era to poor, inner city kids.  It’s very 
difficult.  It’s hard.  I mean mentally it’s hard for me.  (Interview, March 11, 
2015) 
While James did not illuminate further why this was so difficult for him, I theorize two 
possibilities from his reflection.  First, similar to the history teachers profiled by Marri 
(2005), it is possible that James wanted to teach about incidents of social injustice but did 
not understand how to promote the individual and collective social action needed to 
combat it.  A second and related theory goes back to the fear Kati expressed about her 
students of color not feeling empowered by her unit on the Afrikan Diaspora.  She said:  
Is this fostering them into a place of self-pity and inaction?  Is it indulging a sense 
of a lack of personal efficacy?  Like, “It’s just the way it is, it’s fucked up.”…You 
know what I mean?...That’s not the place I wanna leave them in.  (Interview, May 
19, 2015) 
		
272 
Kati’s (and possibly James’) reflections here bring to mind Seltzer-Kelly’s (2009) 
reflection on her difficulties enacting similar pedagogy in her history classsroom.  She 
wrote, “I struggled with the much-noted theory-praxis gap in critical pedagogy: that is, 
the difficulty in answering the question, ‘What would that look like in my classroom?’” 
(p. 149).  This problem, according to Seltzer-Kelley, is usually accompanied by “a lack of 
pedagogical praxis” (p. 158) to realize the vision.  Perhaps the mental anxiety 
experienced by James and Kati was due to this issue of practicality.  Each of them 
believed in helping their students critique oppressive structures, but their reflections 
revealed confusion about how to make that a reality or, in the case of Kati, whether she 
did enough to promote transformation of them.  At a minimum, they yearned for more 
time to consider issues of cultural relevance in their practice. 
The case of Bill, on the other hand, is atypical of this theme.  Whereas James, 
Kati, and Brianna were conscious of their students’ identities and how they might see 
themselves within the curriculum, Bill seemed to want his students to keep their identities 
in the background when learning about the New Deal.  During their oral debate on the 
New Deal’s effectiveness, many of Bill’s students focused their arguments on how 
racially discriminatory New Deal programs were, something that was emphasized in 
some of the documents Bill provided to them in advance (Stanford History Education 
Group, 2014).  I recalled not being surprised at the time that these documents resonated 
more than others with his students, all of whom were Latino and Black.  However, Bill 
did not see it this way.  In fact, not only was he surprised by this, he was disappointed 
that his students tried to make the debate about race.  Reflecting on their performance, he 
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said the moment it became a “Black-White argument” (Interview, March 11, 2015) was 
when the debate “degenerated.”  He explained:   
That's an emotional argument…. We're talking about the economy, we're talking 
about numbers, and that's why I was a little disappointed with that.  Economics is 
about numbers….We talk about DBQs, right.  We want them to be evidence-
based arguments, that's what we're after here, evidence-based arguments.  Where's 
the evidence?  (Interview, March 11, 2015) 
Bill’s interpretation of his students’ arguments as “emotional” or not “evidence-
based” is curious seeing as they were using evidence drawn from documents he provided.  
As for why he gave them to them and the bigger question of why he wanted his students 
to distance themselves from discussing race during the debate, I theorize three possible 
reasons.  First, from focusing so much on how the New Deal failed people of color, many 
of his students left the unit with an unfavorable view of President Roosevelt, which was 
disappointing for Bill, who admired Roosevelt.  Related and similar to a problem teacher 
Tricia Davis reflected on (Grant & Gradwell, 2010), his students’ lack of attention to 
other sources may have cast doubt for Bill about how much they truly understood the 
New Deal.  Second, Bill’s experiences as a lawyer seemed to engender a more favorable 
view of arguments supported by quantitative over qualitative data, something he alluded 
to when he said, “When you have a quantitative argument, you can look at numbers and 
you can argue numbers.  That makes for lively debate….I'm a fucking trial lawyer, I'm 
used to talking closing arguments and I want things to be perfect” (Interview, March 11, 
2015).  Third, Bill’s idea of teaching for citizenship aligns with what Vinson (2001) saw 
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as an “oppressive by ommission” (p. 71) view of citizenship education.  That is, while 
Bill saw himself as teaching the skills needed for participatory democracy, his view of it 
lacked the critical and multicultural dimension that acknowledges the common good 
“might be ‘more good’ for some than for others” (p. 71).  For these reasons, Bill viewed 
problematic what other participants might have seen as rewarding—that their students 
wanted to discuss societal inequities and had found some relevance in the curriculum 
designed by the teacher. 
 To varying degrees, the teachers’ reflections in this study showed an 
understanding of and concern for the cultural backgrounds of who they were teaching as 
much as what they were teaching.  For James, Brianna, and Kati, their reflections 
extended to considerations of how those backgrounds were (or were not) connecting to 
the history they were teaching.  The three of them, especially Kati, also reflected on 
issues of race and class as embedded within their history curriculum.  Together their 
reflections offer a glimpse into the type of reflection history teachers, especially White 
history teachers, should routinely be engaged in when working with students of color 
whose histories are frequently marginalized in social studies and societal curriculum, 
according to Ladson-Billings (2003).  In the absence of such reflection, urban history 
teachers may fail to consider how they could be challenging this trend, or worse, how 
they are perpetuating it.    
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Students and Student Learning 
Another related theme that emerged across the cases was teachers’ reflection 
about their students as people and as learners.  My understanding of this type of reflection 
is primarily rooted in what Zeichner (1994) conceptualized as the developmentalist 
tradition of reflective practice.  The emphasis of teachers’ reflections within this tradition 
is about their “students, their thinking and understandings, their interests, and their 
developmental growth” (p. 16).  This type of reflection is focused on the cognitive and 
affective dimensions of student development, which are at times entangled with one 
another.  Throughout their reflections, all of the teachers showed concern for how their 
students were learning history as well as “concern for the well-being and growth of 
students” (Tate, 2006, p. 9) socially and emotionally.  Addtionally, all instances of 
teachers’ on-the spot modifications, or reflections-in-action (Schön, 1983, 1987), were in 
response to these concerns (see discussion below).  
The teachers’ reflections on students’ cognitive development manifested itself in 
two ways: through their attendance to students’ ideas about history and to the teachers’ 
intrinsic reward of students comprehending “big ideas.”  The former idea can be seen in 
the work of Monte-Sano and Budano (2013), who argue that  “attending to students’ 
ideas about history” is a key aspect of pedagogical content knowledge (PCK) for teaching 
history.  The authors contend that as a precursor for students learning history, history 
teachers must not only notice and build upon their students’ factual and disciplinary 
understanding of history, but also “take up and respond to students’ thinking in some 
way” (p. 174).  The latter encompasses how history teachers reflect on student thinking 
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and the action plans they generate in response.  Wiggins and McTighe (2005) define “big 
ideas,” which are reflected within “enduring understandings” in formal curriculum, as 
ideas that “go beyond discrete facts or skills to focus on larger concepts” (p. 339) that are 
transferrable to future situations within or beyond the subject.  These ideas are often (but 
not always) promoted through the essential questions guiding teachers’ units and courses.   
The teachers’ reflections on the more affective dimension of students’ 
development were evident through their focus on breakthroughs with students, which is 
an instantiation of teachers’ pride in the more relational responsibilties of their work 
(Tate, 2006).  My understanding of breakthroughs with students is informed by Lortie’s 
(1975/2002) idea of the “spectacular case” (p. 121).  Such cases refer to instances of 
dramatic success with individual students who, prior to that point, had exhibited various 
cognitive or personal difficulties and are often recognized by teachers to “overcome 
feelings of depression about lack of success with other students” (p. 123).  Although 
breakthroughs are often linked to students’ cognitive gains, I examine them as distinct 
because teachers’ pride in them was more about who was doing the learning than what 
was being learned.  In the following sections, I examine how the teacher/participants 
reflected on the cognitive and affective dimensions of students’ development.  
Students’ Learning of History  
 Three of the four participants reflected on how their students were making sense 
of history, with Brianna’s reflections being somewhat of an outlier.  This is not to suggest 
that Brianna was uninterested in her students’ thinking (she most certainly was) or that 
her reflections never addressed them (they did at times) but that it was not as pronounced 
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as it was for the other participants.  The reason for this difference may be related to her 
instructional practices and her overall lack of enthusiasm for the unit she was teaching.  
As described in the previous chapter, Brianna’s practices throughout her mini-unit on the 
views of Alexander Hamilton and Thomas Jefferson were very teacher-centered.  The 
majority of class time consisted of whole-class, teacher-led discussions with few 
opportunities for student-to-student conversations.  Therefore, there was not much for 
Brianna to say about student learning because it was not the emphasis of her lessons.  
According to Brianna, her more teacher-centered approach for this unit was an aberration 
and in the interests of quickly covering ideas that would be relevant for later units, which 
she was much more excited about.  Reflecting on her interactive thoughts during one 
interview, she explained:   
I don’t even love Hamilton and Jefferson, but we need to do this because it’s a 
foundation for something that I do love doing….I guess all that’s going through 
my mind, like there’s screams in my head….It kills me because I’m like, “This is 
so boring”….But it’s important, like we need to know this—this is the foundation 
of Sectionalism so we have to do it and I do like talking about what caused the 
Civil War, so I have to lay the foundation.  (Interview, April 17, 2015) 
 Conversely, the practices of Bill, Kati, and James featured learning opportunities 
that provoked teacher reflection on student learning (e.g., debate, role-play, small group 
activities).  James’ student role-play of the more socially just Constitutional Convention 
allowed him to identify how his students struggled with empathizing with their assigned 
characters and contextualizing the past, specifically around issues like slavery and voting.  
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James noticed similar issues from inquiring into his students’ prior knowledge about key 
vocabulary for the unit.  In response, he talked about spending more time reviewing the 
“Convention” issues with students and amending his curricular materials to help them 
better “pinpoint how their character thinks” (Interview, March 11, 2015).     
Observing and thinking about the student-led format of the debate on the New 
Deal helped Bill notice gaps in his students’ knowledge of how government works and 
that his students struggled with supporting their oral arguments with a variety of types of 
evidence.  Helping his students drafting essays in class allowd Bill to identify a lack of 
clarity in their writing, particulary around theses and topic sentences, and to see how 
poorly they integrated specific facts to support their arguments.  With regard to their 
knowledge of government, Bill theorized several revisions, among them:  pre-teaching 
concepts like bureaucracy, reviewing with students the conflicting interests presidents 
consider when enacting policies, and side-stepping the issue by reframing the unit’s 
conceptual lens.  In response to his students’ struggles with the debate, Bill reflected 
about providing them with more explicit written guidance to help them better understand 
their group responsibilities and about doing a better job modeling his expectations for the 
debate.     
Kati’s emphasis on small group work and her more conversational, provocative 
class discussions illuminated for her how some of her students were clinging to their pre-
existing beliefs and not understanding the ways in which American slavery was linked to 
more contemporary forms of racial inequity.  Additionally, she noticed how one student 
was being very undisciplined in how he emplyed his skepticism of information.  
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Reflecting on these struggles, she talked about changing her unit’s essential questions or 
more overtly prompting students to think about the existing ones.  Additionally, she 
discussed how incorporating more primary sources and providing students better 
opportunities to grapple with them might be possible solutions.   
 Throughout this study, teachers’ reflections were seldom focused on issues related 
to content coverage or classroom management.  Rather, for these teachers student 
learning was not only a key focus but a catalyst to the practical adjustments they 
discussed.  This finding aligns with that of Barton (2005), whose study of a “wise” social 
studies teacher found her constant reflection on and adjustment to student learning to be a 
prominent feature of her practice.  As previously discussed, that these teachers paid such 
mind to their students’ learning while reflecting is in part generated by teaching in ways 
that surfaced student thinking in the first place.  However as Monte-Sano and Budano 
(2013) found in their longitudinal study of history teachers’ PCK development, the extent 
to which teachers reflect on student learning is also dependent on their daily work 
providing “structured opportunities for reflection” (p. 206), something this study 
temporarily provided to participants. 
Student Comprehension of Big Ideas 
 In my first interview with Brianna, we discussed her thought process when 
designing a curriculum, during which she emphasized the importance of big ideas and not 
getting bogged down in the minutiae of content coverage.  “I’m always thinking about 
the big questions….So as I’m designing my units, I’m thinking about that….It doesn’t 
matter if I cover everything in the book,” (Interview, February 26, 2015) she said.  What 
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mattered to Brianna was that her students could see the forest as well as the trees, or at 
least understand what she saw as the most important “trees.”  She explained:  
What we have to do is take ourselves out of this tyranny of coverage….We need 
to “pick our trees.”  Like we need to pick the moments and we have to use those 
moments to instill historical thinking skills and things that we value as educators 
into the students….So, when I’m planning units I’m thinking, “What/where am I 
going to get the most bang for the buck?”  (Interview, February 26, 2015) 
From my analysis across the cases, I found that such thinking naturally extended to how 
all of the teachers evaluated their effectiveness.  While reflecting, they found great 
reassurance from any hint of evidence that suggested their students saw the “forest.”  
That some students took away from the unit an idea or skill that transcended the unit, or 
even the course, was a great point of pride for the teachers.  
 Although Bill was disappointed in how his New Deal debate went, he latched on 
to what he saw as a big idea his students gleaned from their class discussion shortly 
thereafter:  
I was actually happy with the open class discussion….I also think that it was 
broadly from life….They understood the role of government more.  I got that 
sense from them too….I think they learned that there was a role of government in 
their life….I think that became clear to me….So I was happy about that.  
(Interview, March 11, 2015) 
Moments like this were also rewarding for Bill because he said he felt it helped students 
connect with history and feel safe to talk about their personal lives in class, which was 
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very important to him.   
 Despite his students’ struggles to think contextually during their role-play, James 
took solace in them distilling from the unit the big idea of how exclusionary the 
Constitutional Convention was.  When asked at the end of the unit about “Whose more 
perfect union” the Constitution created, his students’ response in unison of “Rich White 
people’s more perfect union!” (Interview, March 11, 2015) was very gratifying to him.  
Even more reassuring for James was the increased interest in history that his students 
exhibited after the unit ended.  While this newfound curiosity about the past was not an 
explicit curricular goal of James’, it nevertheless had great utility beyond the unit.  For 
this reason, James described it as the unit’s “most important” outcome. 
 Brianna and Kati also cited evidence that some of their students understood the 
more enduring ideas of their courses.  Brianna lit up while discussing one student’s 
response to a question raised by her student teacher: “One of the students raised his hand 
and was like,..‘Democracy is a work in progress,’ and I was like, ‘Yes!’  I was like, ‘A+ 
for the year!’” (Interview, April 17, 2015).  In another example, Brianna talked about 
how after analogizing the unit’s big idea to a caterpillar, a student finally understood.  “It 
sounds crazy, but for some reason it helped her to understand it” (Interview, May 11, 
2015).  And Kati, while dismayed that her students were not grasping some of her unit’s 
big ideas, found reassurance from evidence that they understood the concept of 
internalized racism and the differences between dominant and counter narratives, two of 
her course’s overarching frames.   
Evidence of students learning big ideas played a great role in how the teachers in 
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this study evaluated their success.  Like the reflections compiled by Grant and Gradwell 
(2010), teachers’ evidence of these gains, even if only partial, was an indication that their 
students had, as Brianna said, received the most “bang for their buck.”  For Bill and 
James, this success was briefly manifested in their students’ increased personal and 
intellectual engagement with history; for Kati and Brianna, it was evident in some of their 
students grasping an enduring framework through which to view the past and present.  
Circling back to an earlier theme, it could be said that the teachers focused on these 
moments because they nurtured and were an extension of what they valued highly as 
educators.  
Breakthroughs With Students 
 As Chapter 4 showed, all four teachers derived great satisfaction and relief from 
the sense that select students had possibly reached a turning point in their academic or 
personal development.  Bill said of one student’s essay, “And Carlos, my Carlos, my pal 
here.  He did a nice job in organizing and putting things together….I was happy about 
that.  That's a great improvement for him” (Interview, March 24, 2015).  Even within his 
oral debate, he saw a number of personal breakthroughs.  He said, “Helena, the woman 
who spoke with the shawl, quiet as a mouse….For her to speak in front of the class, huge!  
To get up in public at a podium, big step for her as a student” (Interview, March 11, 
2015).  James also delighted in his quietest student’s increased participation on several 
occasions, saying at one point, “Even Jaylen here, who is autistic and not very expressive 
or doesn’t really talk much…he’s opening up now” (Interview, March 4, 2015).  Kati 
discussed how one student, who was struggling throughout the term, responded to a song 
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she played for him:  “He was provoked by something, he went and researched it...so that 
was cool” (Interview, May 19, 2015).  Finally Brianna, in a comment that encapsulates 
the importance of these moments for teachers, said of two students:  
Jeffrey is like a disaster, so the fact that he was able to connect back to something, 
it’s like cool….When Sunny remembers...at least he’s getting around the idea of 
mercantilism....I was like, “Oh, my God, I’m not a complete failure and my life is 
not wasted!” (Interview, April 17, 2015). 
Several factors account for why these moments were meaningful to teachers and a focal 
point of their reflections.  First, they helped offset uneasiness about their sense of self-
efficacy and other uncertainties about their work.  All four teachers at various points 
expressed doubts on topics ranging from the root of students’ confusion to their 
competency as teachers (see Table 5.2 for examples).  Thinking about these 
breakthroughs effectively generated the “feelings of self-approval” (Lortie, 1975/2002, p. 
123) needed in light of these doubts.  Second, the teachers knew their students well.  As a 
long line of scholarship on ambitious teaching and teacher knowledge makes clear, good 
teaching is predicated upon understanding students’ idiosyncrasies (Grant, 2003, 2005; 
Grant & Gradwell, 2010; Shulman, 1986, 1987).  However, this knowledge is usually 
presented as existing for its utility to planning and implementing instruction, not 
necessarily for reflecting on it.  In other words, because of their history with and 
knowledge of their particular students, teachers could recognize the myriad of ways in 
which their students were making progress.  A final and related explanation for why 
breakthroughs were significant for teachers:  they deeply cared about their students.  
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Brianna spoke to this idea during one interview.  She said, “The really big things for me, 
it’s about the kids….It’s about the relationships that I’m forming with the kids and it’s 
about…sort of helping them to become better learners and better people” (Interview, 
April 14, 2015).  This disposition was shared by Kati, Bill, and James and epitomizes 
teaching as act of nurturance (Tate, 2006).  Because the teachers saw themselves as 
nurturers, any evidence of their students growing intellectually, socially, or morally was 
perceived as “a most honorable activity” (p. 8). 
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Table 5.2.  
Examples of Uncertainties Expressed By Teachers  
 Focus of 
Uncertainty 
Evidence from Interviews 
Kati Self-efficacy / 
student 
confusion 
 
Effectiveness 
of unit 
 
 
Self-efficacy / 
student 
confusion 
Did I push the kids whose realities were validated in some way?  Did 
I push them enough beyond that?  (Interview, May 19, 2015) 
 
 
Is this fostering them into a place of self-pity and inaction?  Is it 
indulging a sense of a lack of personal efficacy?  All of that stuff.  I 
don’t know.  (Interview, May 19, 2015) 
 
I’m also wondering, for them to have this nuanced understanding…;Is 
that just what your average ninth grader is capable of grasping, or is it 
because I did a crappy job?  (Interview, May 19, 2015) 
James Student 
confusion 
They were confused about what was going on. I don’t know if they 
were confused by the procedure or didn’t want to share or they were 
nervous that what they were about to share was wrong. (Interview, 
March 9th, 2015) 
Bill Self-efficacy / 
student 
confusion 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Amount of  
scaffolding  
I put an outline on the board:  topic sentence, thesis, one, two, 
three….It was all spelled out for them.  I don't know….That's the 
most frustrating thing for me.  You can devise the best lesson in the 
world, but if a student won't do it, what your next step?  And then it 
comes back to, am I not motivating them? And you get that guilt.  Is it 
me?  I don't motivate them, what am I doing wrong?  (Interview, 
March 19, 2015) 
 
What are they doing?  They're not following directions…. 
Now, how much of that is my fault?  Was I not specific enough, was I 
not clear enough?  I thought I was.  But...how clear do you have to 
be?  That's the million-dollar question. (Interview, March 11, 2015) 
 
I'm trying to go around and I'm debating in my mind, should I really 
go in and help them and scaffold? Try to structure this. I want to help 
them but not help them.  (Interview, March 19th, 2015) 
Brianna Self-efficacy 
 
 
 
Effectiveness 
of unit 
[Discussing her student-teacher] As it is right now I don’t really know 
how to best support you and I’m doing the best that I can, but I feel 
like I’m not doing a very good job.  (Interview, April 14, 2015) 
 
I don’t know what the outcome of that is, but you know hopefully like 
for me it’s like pulling these different threads through the narrative 
like these multiple levels of things that we’re trying to learn.  
(Interview, April 14, 2015) 
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Concern For Students 
 The teachers’ knowledge of and concern for students also underpinned their 
reflections-in-action (Schön, 1983).  With the exception of Kati, whose lack of 
reflections-in-action I explained in the previous chapter, the teachers’ thoughtful on-the-
fly adjustments to their practices were in line with Beck and Kosnik’s (2001) description 
of them as improvisational acts of care.  They wrote that when teachers reflect-in-action, 
it increases the degree to which they are “present and responsive to students” (p. 222) and 
“attentive to the unfolding class situtation” (p. 223).  Bill, James, and Brianna showed 
varying degrees of this responsiveness during and between their lessons. 
Bill’s reflections-in-action were the least hurried but perhaps the most substantial.  
Distraught over how his students performed during the debate, he talked with me after the 
first video-stimulated recall (VSR) interview about how he might model debate skills 
better for them in the future.  After this conversation, he changed his plan for the 
following day and opted to use my video of his lesson to help debrief the debate with his 
students and discuss ways to improve.  Bill made a similar adjustment in light of his 
dissatisfaction with his students’ understanding of the New Deal.  Rather than begin a 
new unit, he instead decided to extend the current one and give his students another 
opportunity to show their understanding, this time through a formal essay.   
 Brianna and James’ modifications were more subtle and instantaneous.  In light of 
an unexpected student absence during his first lesson, James changed the planned 
grouping of his students which resulted in one student working alone.  Asked about why 
he made this change, he explained that given the student’s troubled history with other 
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students, making her work with other students would have made her upset or 
comfortable.  During the actual role-play, James sensed a different student’s confusion 
about parliamentary procedure, which prompted him to jog her memory about something 
they did in a previous class to help her understand the idea better.  He explained this 
moment:  “I was just giving her an example of something because she didn’t seem like 
she was grasping it….She needed it in that moment” (Interview, March 9, 2015).   
Before having her students discuss the interests of Hamilton and Jefferson, 
Brianna quickly reflected on their past confusion with the topic and realized a quick 
review was necessary.  “I just decided on-the-spot…I better have them read [the 
definition] and give examples again even though this is like the twelfth time this year 
we’ve done it,” she said (Interview, April 14, 2015).  During another class, her perception 
that an analogy she used in class made a student to whom she was close feel 
uncomfortable prompted to her to forgo planned discussions about certain topics for fear 
of upsetting him further.  She explained, “I was shying away from it just because I 
already had this situation that was unexpected with Johnny, so I’m like, ‘I don’t really 
know…if I want to sit here on this for too long’” (Interview, April 13, 2015). 
The type of responsiveness exhibited by these teachers is essential to promoting 
the type of learning encouraged through inquiry-based pedagogy (Ball & Cohen, 1999; 
Helsing, 2007).  Out of concerns that something was or possibly could become “off” with 
their students’ sense of safety or understanding of the lesson, the teachers to varying 
degrees made sense of these moments and reworked their plans in-the-moment.  
However, two factors beyond the concern for students’ intellectual or social-emotional 
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well-being are at play here as well, the first of which pertains to teachers’ flexibility.  The 
teachers could thoughtfully respond to their unexpected classroom moments because they 
planned for or were flexible enough to allow room for the unexpected to happen during 
their lessons.  James spoke to what these more fluid conditions allowed during one 
interview:  “It’s more open, I think….Yeah and I’m feeding off what they’re doing” 
(Interview, March 6, 2015).  This type of flexibility is not something I likely would have 
seen with beginning teachers (Beghetto & Kaufman, 2011; Berliner, 2001).  A second 
factor relates to something mentioned earlier: the opportunity for structured reflection.  
As evidenced from reworking his unit on two occasions, Bill was a flexible teacher.  
However, some of his modifications were in part the results of conversations we had 
about practice between classes.  From being able to reflect with a fellow (at-the-time) 
classroom teacher, Bill was able not only to articulate a modified action plan but also to 
implement one as well.   
 
Assumptions About Teaching and Learning 
In the previous chapter, I reported on some of the understandings that emerged 
from each teacher’s reflections, which are less practical outcomes than their action plans 
(Richardson 1994).  Although these understandings varied considerably across the cases, 
a key point of congruence between them was the realization that they had taken for 
granted some of the tacit assumptions about the work of teaching.  These realizations 
align with Schön’s (1983) description of reflection-on-action.  He wrote that the 
repetitiveness of practice often can lead to practitioners’ actions becoming automatic to 
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the point of them missing opportunities to think about the understandings implicit within 
their routines.  Through reflection-on-action, professionals can surface and critique these 
assumptions in addition to those embedded within their decisions and “the 
understandings they brought to their handling of a case” (p. 61).  In the following 
sections, I examine how through reflection, the teachers surfaced assumptions implicit 
within some of their pedagogical decisions and within their professional routines. 
Pedagogical Decisions 
 Although Bill’s reflections initially were somewhat defensive and accusatory in 
nature, over time he came to realize how some of the assumptions he brought to his unit 
on the New Deal contributed to some of his students’ difficulties.  Reflecting on the unit, 
he spoke of falsely assuming that his students’ knowledge of and passion for government 
(and the New Deal) matched his own.  As he put it, “Maybe I was prejudiced by my own, 
I mean, I love government. The New Deal was such a big moment for me because it 
changed government forever….This enlargement of government and social programs that 
affected our lives!” (Interview, March 19, 2015).  That the New Deal’s underlying 
concepts were second-nature to Bill was something he said may have played a role in him 
overlooking how unfamiliar the unit would be for his students. 
The New Deal is a different unit for them and that's something I didn't really think 
much about.  The New Deal is essentially…the function of government….It's not 
about imperialism.  It's not about Manifest Destiny.  It's about government and the 
expansion of government….These are very new concepts for these kids and they 
really, up until now, don't have much background knowledge in 
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government….And I think…at least, I took that for granted.  (Interview, March 
24, 2015) 
Bill also said he took for granted many of the skills his students needed to be successful 
during his debate, among them: discipline-specific reading; cooperative group work; and 
perhaps most important, their readiness to do these things with minimal guidance or 
scaffolding.  
 Kati talked about how she took for granted the instruction needed to guide her 
students toward the sophisticated understanding of slavery that she desired.  Specifically, 
she said she overlooked how difficult it would be to get her students beyond the idea of 
slavery as “over” and devoid of any long-lasting legacy:  
I feel like that’s what I haven’t gotten…some of the kids to engage with, the 
impact….It wasn’t just like, “That happened and it was bad that that happened.”  I 
feel like they’re in a very concrete place about it….That’s what I’m thinking of as 
we move forward….I thought this would be like, an easier unit….Am I pushing 
their thinking too much or how do I get them to have these conversations?  That’s 
not as easy as I thought it would be.  (Interview, April 17, 2015) 
Here, Kati echoes some of Bill’s assumptions, that her students needed little assistance to 
reach her desired endpoint or that they were as interested in the unit as she was.    
A critical view of Bill and Kati’s reflections would rightly point out that they 
overlooked knowledge and teaching strategies that were germane to their aims and to the 
successful practice of inquiry-based teaching.  In Bill’s case, he took for granted that his 
students, many of whom were struggling readers, needed far more assistance to be 
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successful with the type of document-based inquiry he was demanding.  Of the assistance 
Bill neglected to provide, this included: modeling discipline-specific reading skills 
(Reisman, 2012); guiding students’ analysis through close reading questions (Monte-
Sano, 2008); adjusting the documents’ length or syntax (Wineburg & Martin, 2009); and 
providing group protocols to help students rely on one another while investigating 
(Monte-Sano & Budano, 2013).  In the case of Kati, she overlooked the pedagogical 
content knowledge needed to make the enduring legacy of slavery more comprehensible 
for her students (Fogo, 2014; Grant & Gradwell, 2010).  
It must be noted that the assumptions Bill and Kati brought to their instruction 
might be partially explained by their inexperience with the units they were teaching.  
Having little frame of reference for how effective each unit was or was not in the past, the 
fact that they made false assumptions about their students’ readiness for or interest in 
them is understandable.  But the most important point is how from their reflections, they 
became aware of and criticized these assumptions; they came to see what Hammerness 
(2006) described as the limitations of a vision that was more connected to their interests 
than their students’.  From this realization Kati and Bill began to consider practical 
adjustments to bridge this gap. 
Professional Routines 
 From their reflections, James and Brianna surfaced and questioned some of the 
assumptions lying dormant within the routines of their professional contexts.  James 
talked about how his school’s emphasis on getting out of their Level 3 status created 
conditions that encouraged him to overlook the variety of ways his students could be 
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learning history.  Reflecting on the success of his role-play, he said:  
This definitely reinvigorated me in my teaching….I don’t know if I forgot that but 
I’ve just been so caught up because I have three classes where I have a pacing 
guide and things that I need to cover and what we’re doing this year is all based 
on the MCAS and….Teaching them how to do document-based questions…We 
were so stuck in getting the job done that I forgot about these other things that 
aide in learning.  (Interview, March 11, 2015) 
Schön (1983) warned of the conditions described by James above, specificially how in 
the absence of reflection, practitioners may take for granted their own agency to realize 
alternatives to their institutional routines.  From reflecting on his students’ success with 
an alternative form of learning, he came to question the assumptions embedded within the 
routines he was expected to follow and was reminded of his instructional agency.   
Reflection for Brianna helped her reach a similar outcome.  From her many years 
of experience, Brianna had developed the extensive automaticity that is common among 
experts (Berliner, 1986, 1994, 2001; Ericsson & Lehmann, 1996).  However, with a 
teaching schedule that provided little the time nor space for reflection, Brianna had come 
to take for granted her decision-making prowess as well as her uniqueness as a teacher, 
something she realized while considering what the VSR process was like for her: 
Watching myself “juggling the balls,” I think was interesting ‘cause it was like, 
“Oh yeah, there is actually a lot going on all at the same time” and I guess…just 
sort of watching it and thinking about, like, “I am making these decisions and I do 
have this overall objective.”…It might seem chaotic, but it’s not, you know?...I 
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think the other thing, too, is with talking to you, like when you ask questions 
about what I’m doing and why I’m doing it, I think it makes me think about or 
realize, “Yeah, not everybody does it this way, or not everybody thinks about it 
that way,” and that might sound obvious, but…teachers don’t often get together 
and talk—just sit down and talk about teaching and teachers don’t often really get 
to pop into each other’s classrooms, you know?  So you just are sort of like, “Oh, 
well, everybody does it this way.”  (Interview, May 11, 2015) 
Like James’ thinking about his practice, Brianna’s reflections yielded for her a 
heightened sense of her professional agency, something she assumed she still performed 
but, in fact, had forgotten due to the routines of her work.  From reflecting on her 
reflections, she began to question this assumption and, as a result, considered how she 
might engage collegues to follow suit. 
The assumptions brought to light by Brianna and James highlight the dangers of 
unexamined routines.  As Dewey (1902/1964) cautioned, “Familiarity breeds contempt, 
but it also breeds something like affection….We get used to the chains we wear, and we 
miss them when removed…because meaningless activities may get agreeable if long 
enough persisted in” (p. 355).  Through reflection, James and Brianna realized and 
questioned their compliance with such activities and were reminded of their agency to 
find a different way.  As made clear in much of the case literature on ambitious history 
teachers (DiCamillo & Gradwell, 2012; Gradwell, 2006; Grant, 2003, 2005; Grant & 
Gradwell, 2009, 2010), powerful history teaching is predicated upon history teachers’ 
awareness of their curricular-instructional autonomy (Thornton, 2005).  However, the 
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reflective process by which this awareness is rediscovered is seldom part of this 
discussion.  James and Brianna’s reflections serve as a reminder of the importance of 
reflection in maintaining and restoring autonomy.  
 
Essential Questions 
 A final theme that emerged across the cases was teachers’ reconsideration of their 
essential questions.  My understanding of this theme is informed by the idea of “framing 
history,” which Monte-Sano and Budano (2013) argue is another key aspect of 
pedagogical content knowledge for teaching history.  Framing history refers to the ways 
history teachers organize lessons and units to promote understanding of an overarching 
idea and is commonly instantiated through their essential questions.  Monte-Sano and 
Budano argue that finding and using the right frame for history can be challenging.  
Because the nature of history justifies a range of interpretations, it can be difficult for 
history teachers to discern which framing approach is best for them and their students.  
Generating and knowing how to use an appropriate frame for history requires in-depth 
content knowledge and experience with using a variety of frames.  Even in cases where 
history teachers are provided materials to use a particular frame, they may not understand 
how to use it productively. 
 These challenges help explain why upon reflection three of the four participants 
were critical of their essential questions and why Brianna’s reflections were an outlier.  
Brianna’s overarching frame of “democracy as becoming rather than being” was the 
product of her advanced content knowledge and experience with the content she was 
		
295 
teaching.  More than any other participant, she understood how every one of her units in 
the course acted as a case study of this theme, as evidenced from our conversations and 
her many attempts to draw students’ attention to the theme during her actual teaching.  
She expressed no reservations about how she framed her unit.  This was contrary to the 
experience of Kati, Bill, and James, whose units and essential questions were not only 
new to them but also not of their own design.  James’ and Bill’s essential questions were 
taken from third-party curricula (Bigelow, 2015; Stanford History Education Group, 
2014), while Kati’s were passed down to her from a colleague who previously taught that 
course.  Accordingly, in their reflections, these three teachers theorized the phrasing of 
essential questions, or their understanding and teaching of them, to be a root cause of 
their problems of practice.    
 James talked about how his students’ initial difficulty with his essential question 
was due to the wording of the question itself.  As he put it,  
It’s a horrible question.  It’s because I’m using someone else’s stuff that I use a 
lot and I like.  I love the role-playing stuff.  But, “Whose More Perfect Union?”  I 
just couldn’t come up with a better way to say it, but it’s not a good question.  It 
doesn’t make sense to a ninth grader.  (Interview, March 4, 2015) 
James’ critique of his essential question can be related to Grant’s (2013) assertion that 
student-friendliness is key condition that essential questions must satisfy.  However, his 
idea of student-friendliness was more in relation to how much students were likely to care 
about the question, not the question’s overall coherence for students.  While it was clear 
that James was unsure of how the question could be made more accessible, it is also 
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possible that he overlooked some of the prerequisite understandings needed in order to 
consider the question. 
James’ concerns were similar to the issues Bill had with his essential question:  
“Was the New Deal a success or failure?”  Upon reflection he said the question as 
worded was too focused on policy and required his students to know more about 
government and bureaucracies prior to engaging with it.  While he did consider ways to 
rectifiy this issue, he also talked about reframing the question to make it more palatable 
for his students and more conducive to them understanding President Roosevelt in the 
way he originally envisioned.  
Maybe next time around I won't focus so much on the New Deal itself in terms of 
success or failure.  Maybe I'll just kind of…downplay the New Deal itself and 
avoid the whole policy issue because of the issues of government and…just 
change the whole focus.  And just say, “Look at FDR, the fact that he was a polio 
victim.  He faced a difficult problem, how did he address that problem?”…So 
instead of, “How much can government, how much can one person…change it 
up, change the role…Can one man make a difference?” Change the unit that way.  
(Interview, March 24, 2015) 
 Kati’s issues with her essential questions echoed James’ and Bill’s.  She said she 
thought her students’ reluctance to challenge their beliefs was possibly due to flaws in the 
wording, framing, and the timing by which she introduced her essential question, “How 
important is it to remember slavery?”  She explained: 
I’m still just, like, thinking about those questions, like.., “Were these the best 
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questions?” So I’m still like looking at that….I don’t know, just because…these 
were more reflection questions you ask sort of at the end and…the students, you 
can see, they already have kind of strong feelings about both of the 
questions…and I don’t know whether changing the question would affect that or 
not, do you know what I mean?...Maybe my concern is that we’re trying to 
engage with these questions too soon.  (Interview, April 17, 2015) 
Kati also theorized her essential questions to be partly responsible for her students’ 
difficulty in understanding her course and unit themes.  As for why they had trouble 
understanding the enduring legacy of slavery, Kati suggested it to be a result of one of 
her essential questions and began to brainstorm alternative ways to frame it.  She said, “I 
could’ve shifted how they were looking at it if I had focused on ‘What’s the impact on 
the person who’s hurt?  Does the impact of how they were hurt affect their kids and their 
descendants?’” (Interview, April 17, 2015).  In another example, Kati talked about how 
her essential questions in their current state failed to encourage her students to make 
connections to her course themes of “perspective and bias, and the telling of history” 
(Interview, May 14, 2015).   
Kati’s doubts about her essential questions ultimately led to reflection on the 
inadequacies of how the idea was promoted throughout her pre-service teacher education.  
As she put it, “In grad school…they do talk about essential questions.  You’re supposed 
to magically grapple with this rich essential question….There’s so much to think about 
now” (Interview, May 19, 2015).  Here, Kati was being critical of how her coursework 
neglected to emphasize, and perhaps model, the thinking required to properly select, 
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teach with, and reflect on essential questions.  In a way, her observation encapsulates the 
problems faced by James and Bill as well.  They all understood the value of essential 
questions and were encourage to use them in their teaching, but upon reflection they 
discovered some of the pitfalls of uncritically adopting them from other sources.    
 Bill, James, and Kati’s difficulties with their essential questions parallels the 
reflections of Virgin (2014) and Neumann (2011), who both hinted at the importance of 
continually reevaluating essential questions.  This finding is particularly instructive given 
the continued push for social studies teachers to use essential questions in their 
classrooms (Grant, 2013; Herczog, 2014).  As seen in Bill, James, and Kati’s reflections, 
teachers’ use of essential questions warrants careful examination of their compatibility 
with students’ interests, the extent to which they promote their desired aims, and the 
knowledge required for students to successfully consider them.  At the same time, it must 
be noted that all the forethought in the world will not always lead to the right curricular 
framework.  As teacher Michel Meyer aptly wrote while reflecting on his unit, “My 
Africa unit is still not ‘finished.’…The point here is that modifying units like this is a 
never-ending process with many different possibilities” (Grant & Gradwell, 2010, p. 36).  
Put another way, part of finding the right essential question is predicated upon 
experimenting many times over with the wrong ones.   
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CHAPTER 6:  CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
Grant (2005) aptly noted that engaging in inquiry-based history teaching is “more 
journey than end” (p. 126).  By using a broad view of reflection as a theoretical lens, this 
study offers a glimpse into the complexity of what that journey entails for history 
teachers, especially those trying to engage in inquiry-based teaching in challenging urban 
contexts.  In this final chapter, I summarize the major conclusions of this dissertation and 
discuss their contribution to an understanding of reflection in teaching and in relation to 
history education.  This is followed by a discussion of implications and recommendations 
for practice, policy, and research.   
 
Conclusions and Discussion 
Although conceptions of reflective thinking vary, its importance is ubiquitous and 
uncontested in schools of education and scholarship on teaching (Fendler, 2003; Howard, 
2003; Jones & Jones, 2013).  Reflective thinking is at the core of recent understandings 
of historical inquiry and the mission of the social studies (Barton & Levstik, 2004; 
Carpenter 2006).  Up to this point, however, no researchers have made the reflections of 
inquiry-oriented history teachers a focal point of their studies.  This dissertation 
represents the first attempt to address this gap and, as a result, makes several 
contributions to our understanding of reflection and its importance for inquiry-oriented 
history teachers.  Below I present five key conclusions based on the results of this 
investigation; one concerns the process of reflection and the other four are associated 
		
300 
with the contents of the teachers’ reflections. 
First, the dissertation’s findings indicated that in practice, the process of reflection 
for teachers was as much about coping with or managing problems as it was about trying 
to solve them, a conclusion at odds with the simplified versions of reflection found in the 
literature.  The teachers in the study productively coped with their problems of practice 
by postponing the consideration of some problems, simply accepting other problems as 
difficult or unsolvable, and finding confirmation in the growth of some of their students.  
Second, the results showed that history teachers’ values or sense of purpose exerted a 
strong influence on their inquiry-based practices.  Although the teachers’ practices did 
not always align with their values, their reflections were prioritized in accordance with 
them.  This conclusion confirms and expands on arguments promoting the importance of 
values, goals, and vision in teaching.  Third, and closely related to the preeminence of 
values, the teachers’ reflections about curriculum and instruction were inclusive of 
students’ personal and cultural backgrounds.  The commitment of these teachers to 
inclusion, seen in their reflections and their practice, would encourage those who endorse 
such a wholehearted devotion to social justice.  Fourth, the teachers’ reflections were 
clearly embedded in and influenced by their understandings of the cultures of their 
schools.  Three of the four found their environments unsupportive as they attempted to 
use inquiry-based teaching to reach urban adolescents.  Finally, the dissertation’s findings 
show that reflection can help teachers examine assumptions about routine and common 
practices.  In particular, the results affirmed the view that the framing of history learning 
through essential questions warrants careful training and consideration for history 
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teachers.  For a number of reasons, the experienced teachers in this study second-guessed 
the essential questions they used, and two of the four teachers were making plans to 
change them.   
The Process of History Teachers’ Reflections 
This dissertation drew upon a number of conceptions of reflection, ranging from 
roots in the work of John Dewey to variations in the literature on adaptive expertise, 
coping, and stress management.  Seen through these lenses, a cross-case analysis of the 
data revealed that in classroom practice, the process of reflection is more affective and 
messier than how it is commonly understood.  In an interview with Fiorentini and Crecci 
(2015), Marilyn Cochran-Smith partially spoke to this idea when asked about what 
differentiates reflection from more systematic forms of inquiry:  
The everyday meaning of reflective or reflection is about being thoughtful, 
thinking about things, paying attention….You’re asking questions about what 
happened in your classroom, you’re trying to be open to possibilities.  You’re not 
just assuming that because you taught it, they should have learned it.  That’s 
reflection….Inquiry includes all of that but I think it also includes a bigger range 
of activities, such as being systematic about what you’re reflecting on….For 
example, one of my students…tape-recorded small-group discussions and he 
collected their work, their note taking, and their process work as well as their final 
products.  He looked across groups, he compared one day to the next; that kind of 
thing....To me that’s an example of a more extended inquiry as opposed to, let’s 
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say, the same person thinking on the way home:  “Why didn’t my lesson go 
well?”  (pp. 11–12) 
Cochran-Smith is right to point out that the reflections teachers routinely engage in differ 
from the more sustained and systematic types of inquiry often at the center of formalized 
practitioner research.  Indeed, the findings of this study showed teachers’ reflections were 
in no way done in accordance with a fixed plan.  And yet, the manner by which Cochran-
Smith describes reflection sells short the complexity I found within the process by which 
teachers reflected in practice.  From my time as a history teacher in the participants’ 
district, I intuitively understood there to be a sort of messy coherence to the reflective 
process, but I lacked a conceptual framework to describe how authentic teacher reflection 
differs from the theories of reflection.   
 This dissertation adds to the research on reflective practice by presenting such a 
framework (see Figure 4.1).  It amends the conventional and rational view of reflection 
that shows teachers identifying, framing, and theorizing plans to solve problems by 
acknowledging the ways in which teachers actually negotiate and manage problems in 
order to preserve their capacity to teach.  This revised process includes postponing the 
consideration of problems for a later time, accepting that some problems are neither 
solvable nor worth solving, and affirming their practices by searching for evidence of 
effectiveness.  To illustrate the differences between viewing teachers’ reflections through 
this framework and a more conventional reflective model, see Figures 6.1 and 6.2.  
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Figure 6.1  
James’ reflections viewed through a traditional model of reflection 
 
James' Experience & Problems
• Students’ thinking during the role-play was 
ahistorical and lacked the depth of understanding 
James was hoping for
• James' exerted more control over student learning 
than he wanted to
Ways James Framed the Problem
• School policies have conditioned students to 
learning in unengaging ways?
• James did not review or teach the historical issues 
enough?
James' Conclusions
• James realized he had taken for granted the 
assumptions about student learning that embedded 
within his school routines
• James said that he needed to do more role-play 
activities and scaffold his instruction more to help 
his students better internalize their characters
Testing in Practice
• Because his students are struggling to show their 
understanding history through writing, James gave 
them the opportunity learn history through role-play
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Figure 6.2  
James’ reflections viewed through revised framework for understanding reflection 
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The Contents of History Teachers’ Reflections 
 Values.  A cross-case analysis, presented in Chapter 5, revealed that all four 
teachers’ reflections were guided by what they valued as teachers and history educators.  
That is, the problems deemed most salient and worthy of further consideration were those 
that conflicted with the teachers’ more meaningful and long-lasting desired outcomes.  
The teachers’ attachment to their values also functioned as a coping mechanism, 
providing teachers guidance as to which problems they needed to live with in order to 
work toward those aims.  Even though teachers’ practices were not always in alignment 
with their values, this finding adds depth to studies that argue history teachers’ purposes 
underpin their pedagogical decisions (Barton & Avery, 2016; Barton & Levstik, 2004).  
 For example, one important value shared by all four teachers was a commitment 
to the personal and academic growth of their students.  This emphasis on emotional, 
social, and intellectual development was the basis of the teachers’ practical adjustments 
and psychological rewards.  All four teachers showed considerable responsiveness to 
instances where they perceived their students were not understanding history or sensed 
their students were or might be emotionally uncomfortable during class.  In some cases, 
the teachers responded by generating action plans and making subtle and rapid 
modifications to their behaviors or instruction; in Bill’s case, he scrapped two of his 
lesson plans entirely to address problems he saw in his students’ thinking.  The teachers 
also focused their attention on their students when looking for affirmation, paying mind 
to evidence that individual students were grasping big ideas or had reached turning points 
in their development.  These findings corroborate the work of Barton (2005), who found 
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reflection on and responsiveness to student learning to underpin the wisdom of a highly 
regarded history teacher.  The findings also revealed some of the pedagogical and 
structural conditions that facilitate this type of reflection in addition to showing the types 
of student growth that engender reassurance for ambitious teachers.  
 Using a broad view of reflection as a theoretical frame allowed for unexpected 
themes to emerge.  The findings of this study revealed there to be an almost spiritual, 
faith-based dimension to teachers’ reflections.  At various points, the four teachers in this 
study were confronted with or spoke about deep confusion about their sense of self-
efficacy or the effectiveness of their units, the latter of which studies have shown is 
common for history teachers whose aims are ambitious in nature (Grant, 2003, 2005; 
Grant & Gradwell, 2010).  The results of this investigation show how teachers fall back 
upon hope for better student learning in the future to normalize such confusion and affirm 
their commitment to their work.  The findings also shed light on the cognitive and 
organizational “havens” that protected and facilitated their faith, including their school 
community, their sense of responsibility to students and society, and their metaphorical 
understandings of the nature of teaching.  While not unique to history teaching, this 
finding suggests more broadly that teaching through inquiry and with big ideas 
necessitates a type of reflection that is at times at odds with demands that teachers 
demonstrate frequent evidence of their effectiveness.     
 Inclusive reflections and practice.  The findings also indicated that issues 
related to inclusion and social justice were an integral point of emphasis in teachers’ 
reflections.  Three of the four teachers were especially conscious of their students’ 
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cultural backgrounds and reflected on how they were represented in their curriculum and 
instruction and how those backgrounds influenced their understanding of history.  The 
cases of James and Kati, and to a lesser degree Brianna, revealed that reflection on issues 
of cultural relevance generated considerable uncertainty.  James on several occasions had 
to postpone consideration of how to frame history in more culturally relevant ways for his 
students, while Kati was left with many doubts about how to empower her students and 
the extent to which her minority White students felt safe enough to engage in discussions.  
The importance of these issues for teachers coupled with their inability to immediately 
make sense of them suggests that more structured time was needed for them to reflect on 
them.  The case of Bill, although an outlier in this study, revealed possible explanations 
for why a history teacher may steer clear from reflection on such issues, among them: a 
view of citizenship education that lacks attention to social justice and unexamined biases 
toward particular topics.   
 School and district culture.  The findings of this study also demonstrated that 
teachers’ reflections were critically focused on their district and schools’ policies and 
implicit norms.  Bill and James, both of whom were working in schools deemed 
“underperforming” by the state, were critical of the increased pressure they perceived 
from administrators to align their instruction with district and state-mandated 
assessments.  Brianna perceived and was critical of similar pressure from her school, 
although this stemmed more from her school’s value of maintaining its reputation as one 
of the top-performing schools in the district.  This criticism extended to some of the 
norms embedded within the cultures of the teachers’ schools, with James and Brianna 
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citing them as antithetical to their aims and even responsible for some of their students’ 
struggles.  Months after this study ended, James and Brianna transferred to other district 
schools, citing their school cultures and sense of professional stagnation as some of their 
reasons for doing so.  These findings align with research on teacher turnover in urban 
schools (Simon & Johnson, 2015) and suggest that urban schools need to consider ways 
to provide better working conditions and professional growth opportunities for history 
teachers. 
Professional routines and common practices.  This study examined the 
conclusions reached from teachers’ reflections, paying mind to both their practical action 
plans and their less action-oriented understandings (Richardson, 1994).  All four teachers 
concluded they had taken assumptions about common and routine instructional tactics for 
granted.  James and Brianna reported that they though about assumptions related to their 
professional routines, which resulted in heightened awareness of their instructional 
agency.  Bill and Kati realized they took for granted much of the skills and knowledge 
their students needed to consider their essential questions in the way they had envisioned.  
This realization coincided with teachers’ criticism of the essential questions they used to 
frame their units.  Three of the four teachers said their essential questions were either 
inaccessble or not aligned with their students’ interests.  In some cases, they concluded 
that poor understanding, or poor teaching, of essential quesitons was at the root of their 
students’ confusion about the unit.  As a result, some of them theorized ways to reframe 
their units by either finding better questions or using them better.  This finding is aligned 
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with Monte-Sano and Budano’s (2013) assertion about how challenging it can be for 
history teachers to find the right frame for their units. 
 
Implications and Recommendations 
For Practice 
 The results of this study have revealed implications and recommendations for the 
practice of history teachers, especially those working in multicultural contexts or with 
students whose cultural backgrounds differ from their own.  These implications naturally 
extend to the practices of social studies teacher educators, as well.  Additionally, the 
findings of this study have broad implications for teachers across disciplines and for how 
reflection is promoted throughout secondary schools and schools of education. 
History education and social studies teacher education.  The teachers in this 
study reflected on a number of problems that are particular to the practices and aims of 
history and social studies teachers.  The findings suggest several considerations for 
history teachers to be mindful of when planning, instructing, and reflecting on their 
practice.  First, social studies teachers who, like Kati, aim to cultivate a critical stance 
toward received information among their students must be mindful of the possibility that 
students may show signs of undisciplined skepticism.  They might simply doubt 
everything, even the conclusions of legitimate researchers and journalists.  This was a 
point of concern for Kati upon reflection and something she “bookmarked” as important 
to revisit later on with her students.  At a time when the phrase “fake news” is used by 
those in power in similarly reckless fashion (Justice & Stanley, 2016), it would behoove 
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social studies teachers to follow Kati’s lead and reflect on how their students could be 
showing signs of such misguided cynicism and how they might address them.   
Second, the appropriateness of social studies teachers’ chosen essential questions 
should be a key point of consideration prior to and after their use with students.  Three of 
the four teachers’ reflections in this study highlighted some of the problems that arose 
from using borrowed essential questions, an act which is enticing given the sheer 
availability of them throughout the Internet and in widely adopted history curricula 
(Charles & Roden, 2009; Reisman, 2012).  This is not to suggest that history teachers 
should stray from “borrowing” essential questions, but they should think critically about 
the question’s accessibility to their particular students and what, if any, instructional 
modifications or scaffolds will be needed for their students to be able to investigate them.  
The case of Bill, for example, is very instructive in that he came to realize that he 
overlooked the necessary content knowledge his students needed in order to evaluate the 
New Deal’s effectiveness, and as a result, reflected on ways to bridge that gap or how to 
change the question’s focus to make it more engaging to his students.  These teachers’ 
criticisms of their essential questions suggests experimentation with questions is needed 
to discover what modifications might be required. 
Third, the problems these teachers—most notably Kati and James—noticed in 
relation to the inclusiveness of their curricular-instructional decisions should provoke 
similar reflection for history teachers working in districts not unlike the one featured in 
this study.  Specifically, history teachers working with students of color should reflect on 
the ways their curriculum and instruction may be marginalizing their students’ cultural 
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backgrounds.  For example, Kati’s case demonstrated how attentiveness to the overt ways 
historical narratives privilege White history (Levstik, 2000; Loewen, 1995/2007; Salinas, 
Blevins, & Sullivan, 2012) might cause White students to feel uncomfortable sharing 
their thoughts and feelings during class discussions.  James’ reflection on his use of the 
pronouns “we” and “us” while teaching U.S. History to his immigrant students is an 
instructive example of the how careful teachers must be when their everyday language 
reproduces and affirms such narratives.  Moreover, as suggested by James’ postponing 
deeper consideration about this issue and Kati’s residual confusion about similar issues at 
the end of her unit, teachers should be allowed to take the time they need to process this 
crucial but perilous task of history instruction.   
Urban district and school leaders ranging from history department heads to social 
studies curriculum coordinators may also see this study as instructive with regard to how 
it sheds light on issues that in-service history teachers not only find important but also 
wish to reflect on with other teachers.  School leaders may opt to design professional 
development workshops around topics and problems, like culturally relevant history, that 
teachers typically postpone or simply provide space for history teachers to discuss their 
problems of practice with one another in ways similar to how I did with my participants.  
As they did for teachers in this study, such conversations might yield important insights 
about practice while shifting the burden of reflection away from individual history 
teachers to a small community of them.  
These findings may also be of practical value to social studies teacher educators.  
In methods courses, they might discuss some of the foregoing problems, in terms of both 
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process and content, that these teachers reflected on in efforts to promote similar 
mindfulness.  For example, when promoting the use of essential questions with 
prospective history teachers, teacher educators could design opportunities for them to 
analyze those found in popular curriculum.  This could include encouraging them to 
consider the question’s alignment with the needs and interests of the particular group of 
students that they might be teaching and with their aims of history education.  They might 
brainstorm the key concepts, skills, and content required of history students for a 
particular topic and discuss how best to encourage students to learn the content and skills.  
Social studies teacher educators can go beyond promoting reflection by using these 
findings to model the type of reflection that accompanies inquiry-based history teaching.  
There is considerable power in helping ambitious preservice history teachers understand 
the tacit uncertainties that like-minded experienced history teachers routinely engage with 
and manage while reflecting (Ethel & McMeniman, 2000).  By doing so, beginning 
history teachers might engender a deeper and more realistic understanding of inquiry-
based teaching and begin to take steps toward normalizing the uncertainty they will 
encounter.   
Teaching development in general.  The reflections presented in this study might 
also be of utility to inquiry-oriented or ambitious teachers in other disciplines.  Teaching 
through inquiry or with big ideas and essential questions is a difficult journey that 
necessitates teachers living with uncertainty and delaying, sometimes indefinitely, the 
gratification of success with students.  Ambitious-minded teachers in similar urban 
settings may identify with and find inspiration from the ways these teachers managed or 
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coped with these uncertainties and other practical shortcomings.  Understanding how and 
why teachers postpone and accept various problems might, as it did for Brianna, 
engender an increased sense of self-efficacy by reminding teachers of the many issues 
they successfully juggle while teaching.  Contemplating the evocative imagery and 
metaphors the teachers employed to help them accept their pedagogical limitations in 
studies like this one might provoke other teachers to conjure up and reflect on their own 
metaphors during difficult times. 
 Teachers may also draw inspiration from how the participants prioritized their 
problems of practice in accordance with their more enduring and personal educational 
values.  Each of these teachers in their own ways kept their eyes on the prize, so to speak, 
as the absence of what they valued most dictated what was and was not worthy of 
reflection.  Moreover, three of the four teachers remained attached to these values despite 
working in contexts that were implicitly encouraging them to seldom reflect on them or 
even to abandon them.  Teachers might be more willing to allow their values to drive 
their reflections as they examine how teachers in similarly challenging contexts opted to 
do so in spite of their circumstances.  Teachers should be encouraged to think, talk, and 
write about their visions for teaching in their training programs and at other key points in 
their careers. 
The teachers in this study were fixated on their values and the core inclinations 
that made them history teachers or brought them to the profession.  They never reflected 
about their teaching in relation to any daily or easily measurable objective, even though 
this practice is encouraged in most schools today.  Rather, when given the space, 
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reflection for them was always linked to a much greater vision of teaching and learning 
that, at times, showed little evidence of coming to fruition in the near future.  Their bond 
to broader values, goals, and visions suggests that school leaders need to rethink and 
amend the ways they encourage teachers to reflect on their practice.  If school leaders and 
administrators want teachers to adopt ambitious and inquiry-based pedagogy, they must 
first recognize that teachers inclined to do so are likely to find uninspiring any insistance 
that they solely reflect on their practice in narrow data-driven, short-sighted ways.  Such 
“reflection” is counterproductive to ambitious teaching and is more likely to engender a 
poor sense of self-efficacy than inspire teachers to grow as practitioners.  Instead, school 
leaders must encourage teachers to reflect on their practice in visionary ways that 
engender faith and nurture the core inclinations that made them become teachers.  School 
leaders must work to understand the values teachers hold dear and prioritize time and 
space for teachers to reflect separately and together on their work in light of them.  
Teachers should be encouraged to consider the ways in which their current practice is 
linked to their vision of teaching and how they and their school community can work to 
bridge the gap between practice and vision.  By encouraging this type of reflection, 
teachers might come to perceive the gap between their values and their practice as 
reasonable, even when unreachable, and, as a result, might remain all the more 
committed to those values.  Moreover, teachers may be doubly inspired from seeing that 
their leaders share with them a view of teaching and learning that extends far beyond 
their everyday school routines.   
I am neither advocating for the abandoment of daily objectives nor suggesting that 
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school leaders or teachers ignore short-term results.  Of course, teachers must be able to 
track daily evidence of student progress and be mindful of how their lessons are or are 
not achieving their aims.  I am, however, urging school leaders to remember that inquiry-
oriented teachers are not likely to be emotionally invested in those results and that they 
should therefore broaden the scope of how they encourage teachers to reflect.  It is 
important that school leaders acknowledge the work of teaching and reflection to be as 
emotional and philosophical as it is practical.   
Teacher educators can do their part as well.  The cultivation of a reflective stance 
remains an enduring goal of many, if not all, schools of education.  The framework 
presented in Figure 4.1 may provide teacher educators with the conceptual tools to 
encourage reflection in ways that honor the rational and emotional dimensions of 
teaching equally.  In courses and in student-teaching practicums, the use of an extended 
framework like this one could assist preservice teachers in dealing with the many 
problems they encounter in practice by helping them learn that reflection is as much a 
process of managing problems as it is trying to solve them.  Teacher educators may also 
model how this process of reflection applies to their own practice.  This could include 
sharing with students some of the problems of practice in their teaching.  They could 
discuss with them which problems they are intent on addressing immediately as well as 
those with which they must live with in order to teach in ways aligned with their values.   
For Policy  
 The findings of this study could be instructive for policymakers.  In recent years, 
a common way reflection has been promoted in schools is through professional learning 
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communities (PLCs).  While definitions of PLCs vary, typically they refer to a routine 
form of reflection whereby teachers come together to examine evidence of the 
relationship between their practice and student outcomes and consider changes to their 
teaching to improve those outcomes (Servage, 2008).  In 2014, policymakers in 
Massachusetts, in partnership with the Center for Collaborative Education, launched the 
PLC Expansion Project, a curriculum designed to help school leaders learn about and 
launch PLCs in their districts.  By 2015, this initiative had reached the district featured in 
this study, with PLCs launched for history and social studies as well as being at the 
forefront of school turnaround plans. 
Under ideal circumstances, these PLCs can engender reflection, encourage lonely 
and discouraged teachers, promote community, cultivate teacher leadership, and have a 
transformative effect on teaching and schooling (Hargreaves & Fullan, 2012).  However, 
Servage (2008) wrote that, amidst our achievement-oriented climate, the “learning” in 
PLCs is often limited to sharing canned “best practices” that will supposedly assure better 
academic outcomes for students, especially on standardized tests.  Often neglected in 
these PLCs are discussions about what exactly schools should transform into or any 
reflection on the pedagogical and institutional factors that “undermine democracy and 
perpetuate social injustices” (p. 66) in school.    
PLCs with restricted scopes are likely to have limited appeal to urban social 
studies teachers—like those in this study—whose democratic and social justice impulses 
draw them to the discipline and to teach in districts that serve marginalized populations.  
If policymakers are to continue promoting PLCs throughout urban districts, they may 
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want to consider adoption of a more explicitly critical model.  The idea of Critical Data-
Driven Decision Making (CDDDM) is one example policymakers could look to for 
inspiration (View et al., 2016).  CDDDM builds upon the data-driven reflection common 
in PLCs by encouraging teachers to collect a variety of data in order to reflect on 
inequities along the lines of race, gender, and class in their school.  While this type of 
PLC carries with it professional and psychological risks, the findings of this study 
suggest social studies teachers committed to urban education are more likely to buy into 
it than into achievement-driven models.   
For Theory and Research 
The results of this dissertation offers several implications and recommendations 
for theory and future research.  First, although this study led to the creation of a 
framework that better represents the reflective process as it occurs in practice, the 
framework remains in its infancy and warrants testing and revision.  One particular area 
for myself and other researchers to consider revisiting is the idea of postponement.  
During my data analysis, it was very difficult to distill from the many uncertainties and 
problems teachers expressed those that they clearly felt were important and wanted to 
revisit.  It is also possible that the postponement of problems is a form of acceptance, 
albeit a temporary form of it.  Devising a better classification scheme for instances of 
postponement would go a long way toward improving this framework and, if used in 
future studies and in teacher develpoment, would provide insight into to the types of 
problems that teachers need more support or time to consider. 
Second, the use of video-stimulated recall (VSR) methodology proved to be an 
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invaluable tool for promoting and researching reflective practice in schools.  Approached 
with care, VSR could allow researchers to more fully understand how teachers make 
sense of practice during and after instruction by encouraging teachers to reflect in more 
accurate and meaningful ways than school routines often allow.  Indeed, these teachers 
confirmed claims that the VSR methodology has transformative potential for teachers’ 
personal reflection and development (Cutrim Schmid, 2011; Postholm, 2008; Westerman, 
1991).  At the same time, researchers interested in using VSR must be mindful of the 
practical and ethical concerns that can arise from its use (Sabar, 1994).  As I discovered 
amid data collection, for many of the teachers, asking them to report on their interactive 
(reflection-in-action) thoughts was of little interest to them and was of more use to my 
research than their practice.   
 Along these same lines, the natural evolution of this type of research will 
probably involve more collaboration between researchers and teachers in the formation of 
research questions and the collection and analysis of data.  Even though I shared with 
participants similar professional experiences, the idea that I alone was interpreting the 
meaning of their reflections seemed at odds with the idea of teachers as reflective 
practitioners.  I continue to wonder:  In what ways would the findings of this study have 
been strengthened if the research was conducted with, as opposed to on, teachers?  How 
powerful of an effect might coinvestigating have had on teachers’ practices and sense of 
autonomy and self-efficacy?  At a time where teachers perceive their autonomy to be 
waning in their classrooms and schools (View et al., 2016), future research on teacher 
reflection should keep questions such as these to the forefront. 
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 Third, while the findings of this study have shed light on the reflections of 
inquiry-oriented history teachers, they are but a departure point.  One area of interest for 
me would be the shape similar kinds of teacher reflections might take in a more 
collaborative setting such as a school that emphasizes PLCs.  What kinds of 
conversations would emerge from practicing history teachers using VSR with one 
another?  What effects might it have on their beliefs and practices?  Interestingly enough, 
several of the participants, from their experience in the study, expressed interest in doing 
something similar with fellow district colleagues.  Since there has been little research 
conducted on the intersection between history education and PLCs, this would be of 
interest to both history teachers and teacher educators. 
 Other areas of possible future interest to researchers might involve studying the 
reflections of history teachers longitudinally and comparing reflective practice across 
different settings and disciplines.  As I wrote in Chapter 3, this study was limited to 
history teachers’ reflections over the course of a single unit.  Future research should 
examine teachers’ reflections over several units or semesters to better explore the links 
among their practices, conclusions drawn from their reflections, and changes in practice, 
even in the far future.  How, if at all, does their curriculum and instruction change as a 
result of their reflections?  In cases of little or no change, what is preventing teachers 
from putting their plans into action?  Moreover, how do the reflections of inquiry-
oriented teachers in other disciplines or more traditional history teachers compare to the 
reflections of the teachers in this study?  Do history teachers in more affluent and 
suburban school districts reflect on their practice in similar ways?  Answers to these 
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questions stand to bring even more depth to our understanding of reflection in history 
education.   
 Finally, researchers interested in studying teacher reflection should not feel 
compelled to adopt as broad a stance on teacher reflection in their studies as I did.  As 
Zeichner (1994) argued, “Whatever particular conceptions of reflective practice we are 
personally committed to, we should be working in our research to help achieve these 
partisan goals both at the level of persons and institutions” (p. 20).  Indeed, the framing 
of my research questions in as neutral a way as possible was in part owed to the eclectic 
view of teaching expertise to which I am generally committed.  However, researchers 
who value specific models of reflective thinking over others or who focus on only one or 
two aspects of reflection should not shy away from using their research to further their 
particular aims.  I would add as a parting plea that researchers, particularly those who are 
teacher educators, should extend their inquiries into the ways in which they are 
promoting reflection in their own teaching and should make their findings and reflections 
visible to their own students and to the profession in general.  This is something I am 
particularly committed to doing throughout my development as a teacher educator. 
 
Conclusion 
 In concluding this study, I am compelled to revisit Kati’s vision of a history 
classroom as a place of provocation and healing.  The undertaking of this dissertation 
was, in part, done with a similar goal in mind for history teachers.  What I failed to 
anticipate was how provocative and healing this experience would be for me personally 
		
321 
and professionally.  From spending time with these four history teachers and seeing what 
they paid attention to while reflecting, I was stimulated to consider the myriad of things I 
often overlooked in my reflections as a history teacher.  Having worked as history teacher 
in the same urban district, it was unsettling to realize that throughout my time I never 
considered issues of cultural relevance in the depth that I saw some teachers demonstrate.  
At the same time, it was comforting to see these teachers grapple with uncertainties 
similar to those I recall dealing with as a history teacher attempting to employ inquiry 
methods.  There was some healing in realizing that I was not the only history teacher who 
remained uncertain of when or if his classroom vision would one day become a reality.   
 It is my hope that the findings of this dissertation are as provocative and 
comforting to other history teachers as they have been for me.  For history teachers who 
are seduced by the promise of control and certainty, I would say that I hope the 
reflections of these teachers provoke you to be open to alternatives; for those already 
burdened by the uncertainties that accompany teaching through inquiry, I hope this study 
strengthens your commitment to ambitious teaching.  Even though I am fully aware that 
these seeds I have planted may never grow, I remain unshaken in my belief that they will 
one day rise and bear fruit. 
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APPENDIX A: Recruitment E-mail for Key Informants 
Dear Key Informant, 
 
Thank you so much for taking the time to read over and consider who might be appropriate 
teacher participants for my study.  Your extensive knowledge and input are truly invaluable.  My 
dissertation is focused on studying history teachers who exhibit inquiry-based practices.  If know 
of any teachers working within the area whose classroom environment and practices generally 
“fit” the profile below, I would appreciate you either a.) 
offering their names and current sites of practice so that I  
may contact them or b.) forwarding this to teachers who you 
believe are possibly eligible so that they may contact me 
directly if interested in participating.  
 
GENERAL CRITERIA FOR HISTORICAL INQUIRY CLASSROOMS 
 
Curriculum 
• Units, lessons, and/or culminating assessments are centrally focused on largely 
interpretive questions or problems (conducive to students crafting nuanced, 
evidence-based arguments, dependent on a diversity of sources, not leading to a 
foregone conclusion selected by the teacher)    
• Problem solution or question demands consideration of multiple, conflicting 
sources of information (i.e., primary and secondary sources) 
• Students author and defend problem solutions through argumentation and 
evidence-based reasoning 
 
Instruction 
• Explicitly introduces central question(s) and course/unit purpose and helps 
students link to knowledge about these central ideas 
• Encourages collaboration and student-to-student dialogue 
• Helps students generate criteria for evaluating central questions 
• Places events within larger context; assists students in making connections 
between a) new knowledge and larger events, b) movements and societal issues 
and c) personal values and experience 
• Explicitly models and helps support students’ historical thinking, reading, and 
writing  
References 
 
National Council For The Social Studies. (1993). A vision of powerful teaching and learning in the social  
studies: Building social understanding and civic efficacy. Social Education , 57 (5), 213–223. 
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If	interested	please	contact:	Rob	Martinelle		(XXX)	XXX-XXXX	ashdrav@bu.edu,			
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APPENDIX B: Teacher Recruitment E-mail 
 
 
 
 
SEEKING INQUIRY-ORIENTED HISTORY TEACHERS FOR STUDY 
 
 
Hello, my name is Rob Martinelle.  I am a history teacher (on leave) from 
the (Name Withheld) Public School District and currently working on my 
dissertation at Boston University.    
  
I am currently recruiting participants for my dissertation research and, while 
talking with (key informant) about possible participants, they thought of you 
immediately as an excellent history teacher who might be ideal for the study. 
 
The focus of my work is studying how inquiry-oriented history teachers 
reflect on their decisions during and after their instructional time. By 
"inquiry-oriented," I mean history teachers who generally structure their 
lessons/units around "big ideas" or open-ended questions. 
 
The study would primarily entail observations and interviews for about 2–3 
weeks during a time and instructional unit of your choosing between January 
and April. Having just been awarded a research grant, a small reward will be 
given to participants as well. 
  
If interested in participating, please feel free to contact me by phone or e-
mail at any time.  I would appreciate so much the opportunity to speak 
and/or meet with you about the possibility of your participation. 
 
All the best and hope your school year is going well, 
  
Rob Martinelle 
ashdrav@bu.edu 
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APPENDIX C: Informed Consent Form 
 
 
 
Using Video-Stimulated Recall To Understand The Reflections of History Teachers  
  
Principal Investigator: Robert Martinelle 
ashdrav@bu.edu (XXX) XXX-XXXX 
Faculty Advisor: Phil Tate 
ptate@bu.edu   (XXX) XXX-XXX 
 
 
Information & Purpose: Thank you for agreeing to participate in this research study, 
which will take place between January and May of 2015.  The interviews and classroom 
observations for which you are being asked to participate in are part of Robert 
Martinelle’s dissertation research study that focuses on how inquiry-oriented history 
teachers reflect on their practice.  
 
Your Participation:  Your participation in this research study will consist of 4–7 
interviews lasting approximately 45–90 minutes each and classroom observations lasting 
approximately one hour throughout one unit of study.  The interviews will be conducted 
in three phases.  In the first phase, you will be interviewed once and asked a series of 
questions on a variety of topics that cover your educational and professional history, 
beliefs, and teaching practices.  In the second phase, the researcher will observe and 
video-record three lessons from an inquiry-based unit of your choosing. These videos 
will not act as a source of data but as a means to stimulate your thinking during select 
interview sessions that will take place after each observation.  During these interviews, 
you will be asked to comment on your thinking that took place during the observed 
lesson as well as the thinking underlying your instructional decisions in the classroom.  In 
the third phase, which will take place after the completion of the observed unit, you will 
be interviewed once and asked to reflect upon what you perceive as strengths and 
weaknesses of the unit you just taught.  Your participation is voluntary; you are free not 
to take part or to withdraw at any time for any reason.   
 
Benefits & Risks:  There are no direct benefits from participating in this research study. 
Your participation in this study may help researchers and educators gain insights into 
how accomplished history teachers think about problems that arise when teaching history 
with interpretive questions.  This study should result in a better understanding of what 
history teachers focus their reflections on, during, and after teaching an inquiry-based 
unit of study.  You may feel uncomfortable with some of the questions and topics I will 
ask about.  You do not have to answer any questions that make you feel uncomfortable. 
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Confidentiality: Please be aware that our interviews will be tape-recorded.  Although 
direct quotes from you may be used in this study, your actual name, your students’ 
names, and the school’s identity will not be associated with any part of the written report 
of the research.  You, your students, and your school will be assigned pseudonyms.  Any 
factors that may reveal these identities will not be disclosed.  The findings of this study 
are intended to be published and as a result any of your responses given may be part of 
that publication.  If you have any questions regarding the research or your participation in 
it, either now or any time in the future, please feel free to ask them.  You may contact the 
Principal Investigator Robert Martinelle at any time at ashdrav@bu.edu or (XXX) XXX-
XXXX.  You may obtain further information about your rights as a research subject by 
calling the Institutional Review Board for Human Subject Research of the Boston 
University Charles River Campus, at (617) 358-6115.  If any problems arise as a result of 
your participation in this study, including research-related injuries, please call the 
Principal Investigator immediately. 
 
By signing below I (the subject) acknowledge that I have read and understand the above 
information.  I am aware that I can discontinue my participation in the study at any time.  
I will receive a copy of this form. 
 
Name Printed: __________________________________________________________ 
 
Signature:____________________________________ Date: _____________________ 
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Appendix D:  Interview Protocols 
 
Phase 1 Initial Interview:  Background and Vision in Teaching 
 
• K–12 Educational History 
o Tell me about your experiences as a K–12 history student. 
§ Follow-up questions if not addressed in response 
• How have your experiences as a student affected you as a teacher? 
• Please describe your experiences as a student of history in elementary 
and secondary schools. 
o Higher Education History 
§ What were your undergraduate/graduate degrees in? 
§ Tell me about your experiences as a history student in college. 
• Why did you decide to become a history teacher? 
• Could you describe your pre-service teacher preparation experience?  
• View of History & History Education 
o Why did you decide to become a history teacher? 
o What is the value of/purpose for learning history for you? For your 
students? 
• Curriculum, Instruction, and Learning 
o How long have you been teaching history or social studies? 
o Describe your professional development (off-site and on-site).  What kinds of 
activities have been most and least helpful during these experiences? 
o When people ask you what kind of teacher you are, what do you tell them? 
§ Follow-up questions if not addressed in response 
• How do you think students learn history best? 
• What kind of environment do you try to cultivate in your classroom?  
What do you do to achieve this? 
• When I say “historical inquiry” what comes to mind for you? 
• How were you introduced to historical inquiry or interpretive 
questions in history? 
• In your classroom, are there some big questions you raise often in your 
classroom? 
• Can you tell me how you go about planning units, lessons, or 
questions? 
• What are your thoughts on assessment (formative and summative) as it 
pertains to history? 
• To what extent do national and state standards or mandated tests affect 
your instructional decisions? 
• Vision in Teaching 
o Can you describe to me what you envision as your ideal history 
classroom? What is your vision of yourself as a teacher? (What are the 
students doing?  What are they learning?  What are you doing?) 
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o Reflecting on Practice 
§ What role does reflection play in your current practice? 
§ When reflecting on your practice, what do you typically think about?  Why? 
§ Particularly when teaching with inquiry, what role does reflection play in your 
practice? 
o What do you typically think about after teaching an inquiry-based unit? 
 
Phase 2 Classroom Interviews via Stimulated Recall: Reflecting In and On Practice 
 
Prior to \ After Observing Video 
• Tell me a bit about this lesson…this class of students… 
• What goals did you have for this lesson? 
• Why did you structure the lesson this way? 
• Can you describe to me how you went about planning this lesson? 
 
During Observation of Video 
• Please stop at moments when you recall: feeling uncertain, a problem requiring 
thought, something unexpected happening, or making a decision  
• When the teacher or I stop the recording…  
o What were you thinking or feeling during this segment? Why?  
o Were you at all uncertain about anything during this lesson?  When? Why? 
o What do you believe to be the cause of the problem you are bringing up here?  
§ Why do you see the problem this way? 
o Tell me about how you responded to the problem you are bringing up here 
§ Why did you respond that way? 
§ Why did you make that decision? 
 
Phase 3 Closing Interview: Reflecting on Practice  
 
Reflection on Instructional Units 
• Tell me a bit about what your ideal vision for this unit was. 
o Follow-up questions if not addressed in response 
§ Why did you choose this question for the unit?  What did you like 
about it? 
§ How successful do you feel this unit was?  Upon what evidence do 
you base your assessment?  
• To what extent do you feel your students understood the 
unit’s driving question(s)?  Upon what evidence do you 
base your assessment? 
§ What would you describe as your greatest success in the unit?  
Why? 
§ What, if anything, have you learned from teaching this unit? 
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§ What questions, if any, have arisen for you as a result of teaching 
this unit? 
§ If given the chance to teach the observed units again, what would 
you change? Why? 
§ What kinds of things did you find most problematic about (or 
unsure of when) teaching this unit? 
• What do you believe to be the underlying cause of these 
problems? 
• Why do you see the problem this way? 
• I’m beginning to notice that other history teachers think about X when reflecting 
on their units.  Can you relate to or identify with their reflections? 
 
Reflection on Self & Practice 
• Reflecting on the video of your teaching, what kinds of feelings, thoughts, or 
questions come up for you? 
• Could you see yourself teaching how you do now during your first years of 
teaching?  Why or why not? 
• How does your present teaching fit into the goal of improving society?  
• How does your teaching fit into the goal of improving the profession or your 
career? 
• If you could become the teacher you really wanted to be, what would that be? 
What would it take to become that teacher? 
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APPENDIX E:  Observation Field Notes Protocol 
 
I. Background Information 
Name of 
Instructor(s): 
Location 
of Class 
Course 
Title:  
Unit / 
Lesson 
Focus: 
Date of 
Observation: 
Start 
Time: 
End Time: 
       
II.  Student Information 
# of Students 
Present 
# of Male 
Students 
# of 
Female 
Students 
# of 
white 
students 
# of non-
white 
students 
# of 
students 
on IEP 
Students’ 
Grade and 
level 
       
III.  Classroom Environment 
Placement of 
Teacher 
Placement of 
Students 
Teacher Resources 
Available 
Student Resources 
Available 
    
IV.  Field Notes: Description of Events & Observer Reactions  
Time: 5–10 
minute 
intervals 
Descriptions: 
a. What are the teacher and 
students doing? Saying? 
b. How are students and the 
teacher interacting? 
c. What types of questions is 
the teacher asking? 
d. How is the teacher 
responding to students’ 
questions? 
Reactions: 
a. What decisions does the 
teacher seem to be making? 
b. What problems does the 
teacher seem to be 
encountering? 
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Time: 5–10 
minute 
intervals 
  
   
   
   
	
	 	
		
331 
APPENDIX F: Coding Dictionary 
 
LEVEL ONE CODES: 
LEVEL TWO CODES: 
LEVEL THREE CODES: 
LEVEL FOUR CODES: 
 
Nickname Full Code Name Description 
RP Reflective Process Related to the process of reflection, 
including how teachers explore and 
approach problems as well as how 
teachers cope or manage problems 
RP-RIA Reflection-in-action Related to teachers’ reflections-in-
action, specifically the reasoning 
behind their in-unit practical 
adjustments 
RP-P Problems Related to theory-practice tensions 
that have yet to be resolved or 
understood 
RP-EXP Explanations Related to how teachers explain or 
frame theory-practice tensions 
RP-CON Conclusions Related to action plans and 
understandings derived from 
teachers’ reflections 
RP-CON-AP Action Plans Related to instructional plans of 
action that emerge from teachers’ 
reflections 
RP-CON-AP-UR Unit Revisions Related to teachers thinking about or 
hypothesizing unit-specific 
curricular-instructional adjustments 
or revisions they wish to implement in 
the future  
RP-CON-AP-FUT Future Instruction Related to teachers hypothesizing 
ideas for future instruction, not 
revisions to current ones 
RP-CON-UND Understandings Related to conclusions drawn from 
the process of reflection that are not 
explicitly action-oriented 
RP-CON-UND-TKGR Taken For Granted Related to things teachers realized to 
have taken for granted during the 
reflective process 
RP-CON-UND-MISS Missed Related to what teachers realized 
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Opportunities they could have done in a certain 
situation upon reflection 
RP-CON-UND-CONF Confirmations Relating to understandings confirmed 
from teachers’ reflections 
RP-COP Coping Related to troubling situations 
deemed important and seemingly 
“bookmarked” by teachers but not 
explored further (The “Cud” of 
Teaching) 
RP-COP-ACFA Acceptance and 
Faith 
Related to teachers’ overall attitude of 
acceptance toward teaching situations 
they deem uncontrollable or problems 
they believe will someday be 
resolved 
RP-COP-ACFA-PLTS Planting Seeds Related to teachers’ interpreting of 
failures as “planting seeds” they 
believe will grow later on 
RP-COP-PSYC Psychological 
Rewards 
Related to teachers’ thinking about 
points where they perceived 
themselves as successful and/or to 
have made a difference in the growth 
of students 
RP-COP-PSYC-LEAR Success Through 
Cognitive Growth 
Related to teachers’ defining of their 
success through students’ academic 
and intellectual growth 
RP-COP-PSYC-PEOP Success Through 
Personal Growth 
Related to teachers’ defining of their 
success through students’ personal 
and emotional growth 
RC Reflective Contents Related to the contents of teacher’s 
reflections-on-action 
RC-HIST History Related to teachers’ thinking about 
the narrative(s) and / or discipline 
of history 
RC-HIST-1ST First-Order Concepts Related to the substantive concepts 
(or content) of history (e.g., events, 
people, etc.) 
RC-HIST-2ND Second-Order 
Concepts 
Related to disciplinary ideas used to 
make sense of history (e.g., time, 
continuity, context, etc.) 
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RC-HIST-2ND-ARG Argumentation Related to arguments about the past, 
including the use of evidence and 
reasoning to support claims orally 
and in writing 
RC-HIST-2ND-EMP Empathy Related to entertaining historical 
perspectives that differ from 
contemporary perspectives 
RC-HIST-2ND-CXT Historical Context Related to teachers’ thinking about 
the time and place in which historical 
events are situated 
RC-HIST-2ND-SRCS Sources and 
Credibility 
Related to thinking about the source 
of ideas about the past and the 
reliability of those sources 
RC-HIST-2ND-PERSP Multiple 
Perspectives and 
Narratives 
Related to thinking about multiple 
and/or conflicting perspectives and 
narratives about the past 
RC-HIST-TEAC Teaching History Thinking related to the teaching of 
history 
RC-HIST-TEAC-BGID Big Ideas Related to the teaching of 
overarching ideas in history that 
transcend topics, units, and/or 
courses 
RC-HIST-TEAC-COVG Coverage Related to teachers thinking about 
curriculum coverage demands in the 
discipline of history 
RC-HIST-TEAC-ESQ Essential Questions Related to thinking about the 
selection and use of essential 
questions in history/social studies 
RC-HIST-TEAC-INQ Historical Inquiry Related to the teachers thinking about 
teaching history through inquiry 
(e.g., investigating questions, using 
evidence, formulating conclusions 
etc.) 
RC-GOAL Instructional Goals Related to the intentions of and 
reasoning behind teachers’ 
instructional decisions discussed 
during reflection 
RC-GOAL-IMMD Immediate Goals Related to teachers’ student learning 
goals within their observed units of 
study 
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RC-GOAL-IMMD-ACAD Academic Goals Related to teachers’ academic and 
intellectual student learning goals for 
the observed unit 
RC-GOAL-IMMD-ACAD Personal Goals Related to teachers’ affective and 
personal student learning goals 
during the observed unit 
RC-GOAL-LGTM Long-Term Goals Related to teachers’ student learning 
goals that may not come to fruition 
until later 
RC-GOAL-LGTM-ASSM Assessment 
Preparation 
Related to preparing students for 
assessments they will take later in the 
year 
RC-GOAL-LGTM-CGPR College Prep Related to teachers’ thinking about 
how their current instructional goals 
are in service of preparing students 
for college 
RC-GOAL-LGTM-IDEA Recurring Idea Related to introducing recurring 
themes and/or big ideas students will 
continue to encounter throughout the 
year 
RC-GOAL-LGTM-SKIL Recurring Task Related to teachers’ thinking about 
how their current instructional goals 
are in service of tasks students will be 
routinely asked to do throughout the 
unit or year 
RC-GOAL-LGTM-UNIT Upcoming Unit Related to teachers’ thinking about 
how their instructional goals are in 
service of ideas students will 
encounter in a later unit 
RC-NTCH Nature of Teaching Related to teachers (meta) thinking 
about the nature and work of 
teaching while reflecting on their 
practice 
RC-NTCH-META Metaphors Related to teachers’ metaphors for 
the nature of teaching (and 
learning) 
RC-NTCH-UNC Uncertainties Related to instances where teachers 
express uncertainty or doubts about a 
particular situation or themselves 
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RC-SJEQ Social Justice and 
Equity 
Related to teachers’ thinking about 
issues of inclusiveness, equity, and 
social justice embedded within the 
curriculum, their practices, their 
school, and the broader world 
RC-SJEQ-SCH Schooling Related to teachers’ thinking about 
how school issues, policies, and 
culture affect their practice 
RC-SJEQ-SCH-HIND Schooling as 
Hindrance 
Related to teachers’ view of 
schooling as hindering their 
pedagogical aims and values 
RC-SJEQ-SCH-SUPP Schooling as 
Support 
Related to teachers’ view of 
schooling as facilitating or 
supporting their pedagogical aims 
and values 
RC-SJEQ-CURR Inclusive 
Curriculum 
Related to thinking about issues of 
inclusiveness within their curriculum 
RC-SJEQ-INST Inclusive Practices 
and Environment 
Related to teachers’ thinking about 
the extent to which their practices and 
classroom environment are inclusive 
of students’ needs and backgrounds 
RC-SL Students as 
Learners 
Related to teachers thinking about 
the cognitive growth of their 
students while reflecting-on-action 
RC-SL-CHAL Cognitive Struggles Related to cognitive difficulties 
students face or faced during the 
observed unit 
RC-SL-CHAL-ENG Engagement Related to students being 
disinterested in or disengaged from 
learning 
RC-SL-CHAL-PRBL Pre-existing Beliefs Related to students having difficulty 
challenging their pre-existing beliefs 
RC-SL-PROG Cognitive Progress Related to teachers thinking about the 
cognitive growth or gains made by 
students while reflecting on practice 
RC-SL-PROG-CON Connections Related to students making 
connections between their prior 
knowledge and new knowledge 
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RC-SP Students as People Related to thinking about students in 
non-academic ways (e.g. their 
characteristics, history, interests, 
and abilities) 
RC-SP-BKGR Student 
Backgrounds 
Related to teachers’ thinking about 
their students’ cultural backgrounds 
as well as their previous experiences 
and circumstances 
RC-SP-BKGR-RACE Students’ Racial 
Backgrounds 
Related to teachers’ thinking about 
the racial backgrounds of their 
students 
RC-SP-BKGR-SES Students’ 
Socioeconomic 
Backgrounds 
Related to teachers’ thinking about 
the socioeconomic backgrounds of 
their students 
RC-SP-BKGR-NAT Students’ National 
Origins and Identity 
Related to teachers’ thinking about 
their students’ national background 
and the countries they identify with 
RC-SP-BKGR-HIST Students’ Histories Related to thinking about students’ 
histories and previous experiences 
RC-SP-REL Relationships and 
Caring 
Related to teachers’ care and 
advocacy for certain students as well 
as their relationships to them 
RC-SP-REL-AFF Affection for 
Students 
Related to teachers expressing 
feelings of fondness toward students 
RC-SP-REL-CONC Concern for Students Related to teachers’ concern for 
students’ development and well-being 
RC-SP-REL-FRUST Frustration with 
Students 
Related to teachers’ feelings of 
frustration with students 
RC-ID Teacher Identity 
and Values 
Related to teachers’ thoughts about 
who they are and values they care 
deeply about while reflecting on 
practice 
RC-ID-PED Pedagogical Identity Thinking related to how teachers 
perceive and define themselves 
pedagogically (e.g. beliefs and values 
related to teaching and learning, 
pedagogical style, classroom 
demeanor, etc.) 
RC-ID-PED-PURP Teachers’ Sense of 
Purpose 
Related to teachers thinking about 
their greater purposes for teaching 
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RC-ID-PED-SELF Teachers’ Self-
Efficacy 
Thinking related to teachers’ beliefs 
about their effectiveness or abilities 
to achieve their aims 
RC-ID-PED-DEV Teachers’ 
Development 
Related to teachers’ thinking about 
their professional and pedagogical 
development while reflecting on 
practice 
RC-ID-PERS Personal Identity Related to teachers’ thinking about 
their personal identities  
RC-TECH Technical 
Reflection 
Teachers’ thinking of issues related 
to control and efficiency 
RC-TECH-CONT Classroom Control Related to teachers thinking about 
behavioral and/or managerial issues 
and keeping students on task 
RC-TECH-EFF Efficiency Related to teachers’ thinking of issues 
related to efficiency (e.g., staying on-
task or completing work) 
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